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INTRODUCTION 


It is now more than forty years since the first volume in this 
series appeared, 7he Legacy of Greece. It was written by men 
like Sir Ricliard Livingstone, Gilbert Murray, and Sir Alfred 
Zimmern, ■whose very names arc redolent of a passionate en¬ 
thusiasm for the values of Classical antiquity, which now seems 
slightly old-fashioned but was then one of the dominant pat¬ 
terns on the fabric of our society, while China was seen merely 
as a decorative silken fringe overhanging the other end of the 
world. There have since appeared companion volumes devoted 
to various other civilizations. That this series has so far lacked 
a book on China may seem almost as strange an anomaly as the 
non-representation of Peking at the United Nations; but the 
explanation lies mainly in the fact that the serious study of 
this ancient civilization is of very recent growth in the West. 
A generation ago it would not have been possible to produce 
anytliing fit to occupy a place on the same shelf as the illus¬ 
trious first volume of the series. 

Very considerable developments have taken place in Chinese 
studies since the Second World War, for the great increase in 
the number of tliose professionally concerned with the subject, 
both in Europe and in America, has given scope for a much 
higher degree of specialization than was previously possible. 
A more balanced view of Chinese achievement is now emerging. 
To take one example, it is being appreciated for the first time 
that the Chinese have cultivated the domain of science and 
technology quite as successfully as other fields of human acti¬ 
vity; so if this book had appeared before the results of Dr. 
Needham’s researches had become available, it would have been 
a very ill-balanced and ephemeral production. Now that Sino¬ 
logy can at last begin to give a soundly based account of Chinese 
achievement in all the "major activities of die human spirit, 
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this seems to be a most appropriate time for the appearance of 
this contribution to the series. 

A second important reason why this book may be regarded as 
timely is that now for the first time it is possible to speak with 
some propriety of the legacy of China without doing violence 
to the meaning of the word ‘legacy’. I am not, of course, imply¬ 
ing that Chinese civilization is dead: on the contrary it flourishes 
vigorously. But it is a new kind of Chinese civilization, which 
has forgotten the dominant Confucian ethos and imperial 
structure of the old days. What I mean, therefore, is that it is 
now possible to say that China has finally broken away from her 
old traditional civilization; so that we can legitimately regard 
its achievement as an inheritance from something now no longer 
living. This is neither to deny that much of the old way of life 
continues nor to underestimate the great interest shown in the 
traditional arts and literature. Nevertheless it is arguable that, 
since the Communist government became firmly established, 
the Chinese state has been basically Western both in its struc¬ 
ture and in its culture. The political system is based on a Western 
doctrine. Education owes much to the West both in organiza¬ 
tion and in content. In the cities the new international archi¬ 
tecture begins to overshadow the traditional Chinese houses, 
industries develop in Western-style factories, and traditional 
forms of transport arc augmented or replaced by lorries, buses, 
bicycles, trains, and steamers. In the field of entertainment, 
although the traditional theatre flourishes, the cinema and 
W^cstern-style plays vie with it. Western music is performed, 
and the Chinese attempt to attain to international standards in 
sports invented in the West. Daily newspapers, radio, television, 
the telephone, mass political organizations, trade unions, con¬ 
ferences, and a dozen other tools of our modern civilization all 
introduce a Western style and tempo to life. 

Fifteen years ago it might still have been argued that these 
foreign imports were on too small a scale to have transformed 
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tlic country’s culture, and it was possible for some people to 
indulge in the comforting belief that China would always be 
China and that this unchangeable civilization would remain 
proof against all shocts from the outside world. Now no one is 
under any illusions about the great changes which have taken 
place. In the late nineteenth century some Chinese argued 
that it would be possible to presen'C the essential Confucian 
civilization at the same time as the country was being modern¬ 
ized by the use of Western techniques. Now a stage has been 
reached where it is the traditional side of the civilization which 
m.av even be regarded as unessential and the Western techniques 
as csscnti.al. Many young Chinese intellectuals, particularly 
those with a modern scientific or technical education, seem to 
look back on their traditional civilization as a legacy, seeing it 
ratlter in the same light as we do Greek civilization. What is 
traditional is coming to be regarded as the ornamental addition 
which makes China distinctive among the nations sharing a 
modern world-civilization. Symbolical of this attitude are the 
features of traditional architecture used solely for decorative 
effect on modern international-style buildings. Although mucli 
archaism prevails in the arts, with painters continuing to work 
in the old styles and jade-caiwers devoting their skills to figures 
of the Goddess of Mercy rather than to themes more consonant 
wth an age of socialist construction, we can feel fairly confident 
that no quite novel work of the human spirit, oudng its inspira¬ 
tion purely to Chinese tradition, will be placed before the world. 
This, then, is the time to take stock of tliis great tradition and 
to try to understand what ricli gifts we have already recei\'ed 
from it and what constitutes its legacy of permanent value to 
the modern world. 

Finally and most obviously, at a rime when there is much 
misunderstanding between China and the West; when genuine 
knowledge of contemporary' conditions is hard to acquire, both 
because it is difficult to get into the country and because political 
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prejudices warp judgement; and when increasing numbers of 
people wish to learn about the Chinese, conscious of the im¬ 
portant part they are destined to play in the future of the 
world—any book which sets out seriously to survey our debt to 
the civilizatory achievements of the Chinese should surely be 
welcome. 

The purpose of this book, then, is to survey the legacy of 
traditional Chinese civilization. Legacy to whom ? It would be 
convenient if we could simply say ‘to world-civilization’; but 
this would be a patent over-simplification. World-civilization is 
a concept which has become meaningful to the scientist, despite 
the fact that a shanty-toum dweller would laugh ruefully at 
the idea that he enjoyed the same fruits of science and techno¬ 
logy as an American multi-millionaire; but one must not forget 
that language differences are stout fences which will continue 
to keep us in our own back gardens unable to enjoy any but 
the choicest blooms of neighbouring literatures. Nor must we 
be betrayed by the example of Ihe Legacy of Greece, which 
naturally thought of modern Western man as the legatee, into 
forgetting that the main inheritors of the ancient civilization 
of China are the modern Chinese and other peoples of the Far 
East. Unfortunately, to do full justice to that aspect of the 
legacy one would need to write a different book which catered 
for a different type of reader; so, although something is said 
about China’s modern reaction to her traditional culture, it 
has only been possible to talk in very general terms about the 
influence of China on other Far Eastern countries, for it would 
have been beyond the scope of this book to venture into de¬ 
tailed discussion of such a very different civilization as that of 
Japan. Inevitably, since this is a book wTitten in English for 
readers of English, the main emphasis must be on the legacy 
to the English-speaking world and to Europe, with which the 
English-speaking world has close cultural ties. 
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Of course the nature of the legacy and the identitj'^ of the 
legatees must varj' from chapter to.chapter. It makes no sense 
to talk of the legacy of Chinese science and technology except 
as a legacy to modern tvorld-wide scientific and tcdmoiogical 
development; but on the contrary it would be absurd to talk 
of the legacy of Chinese poetry except in terms of the possibility 
of doing it justice in translation into a particular language. 
There arc great differences, too, in the degree to wliich the 
outside world has been influenced by Chinese achievements: 
inventions like paper and printing came to us long ago, but 
tlie art of the Chinese historian is almost unknown in the West. 
Such variations in the nature of the legacy have compelled our 
contributors to treat their subjects in dissimilar ways. Few 
general readers have a detailed knotvlcdge of Chinese philosophy, 
but China has been dominated in an unparalleled manner by 
philosophical ideas; in order to get the record straight, therefore, 
our contributors have had to pay considerable attention to the 
chronological sequence. In the literature section there is some 
variation of treatment: in a discussion of the art of the novelist, 
the p].i}wright, and the historian, tlic development of style 
.and technique is of primary importance and imposes the ne¬ 
cessity of chronological treatment; but in the case of poetry 
tlie .all-important question concerns the relationship between 
translation and original and tliis has made it possible to escape 
from the chronological groove. The nature of Mr. Sullivan’s 
subject has also enabled him to be more discursive; and Dr. 
Needham has the advantage that the scientific and techno- 
logic.al fields he surveys arc international and thus less un¬ 
familiar to the general reader. 

It will be obsen-ed that the literature section is the longest 
in the book. This does not imply that it is the most important, 
but merely.th.at it is the most difficult subject to treat briefly. 
Science and technology form a section which has eveiy claim 
to equal treatment with it, especially in tdew of past neglect. 
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but being less unfamiliar they can be discussed more econo¬ 
mically. Certain important fields of human achievement haA-^e 
not been given separate chapters at aU. Language, for example, 
was omitted because it does not represent a civilizatory achieve¬ 
ment in the same sense as, say, art or literature. Music also 
could not quite demand a separate chapter, for it would have 
been impossible to treat in isolation from drama and poetry, and 
difficult to discuss and illustrate in a general work of this kind. 
Religion has not been thoroughly surveyed, but its nobler 
manifestations find mention in various places, while its more 
popular and superstitious elements, interesting though they are, 
do not merit much attention in the present volume. For this 
is an attempt, not to gi^'^e an exhaustive survey of Chinese 
culture, but to concentrate on those elements in it which are 
of lasting value. Although much is said incidentally about these 
less important topics, to have devoted separate chapters to 
them Avould haA-^e been to deprive the other contributors of 
much-needed space. 

Indeed, even Avitli the book’s present plan all the contributors 
could have done with much more space. A book of this kind 
should primarily be concerned, not Avith the imparting of 
information, but Avith the CA’-aluation of achievements. The 
contributors to The Legacy of Greece Avere free to do this, 
assuming in their readers some knowledge of the civilization 
they AA'ere discussing. Our contributors have not been able to 
assume that all their readers Avill be similarly well equipped, 
so they have had to interlard their evaluations AV'ith some 
elementary information, AA^hich we hope Avill not prove in¬ 
digestible to those Avhose appetites are for more sophisticated 
fare. I am grateful to them, both for the courage Avith Avliich 
they responded to my inAutation to try to say much about many 
things in fcAv words, and for the patience and self-effacement 
with Avhich they have submitted to my editorship throughout 
the preparation of this book. 
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No attempt has been made to mould tliesc essays into a unity. 
The book should therefore be viewed as a collection of individual 
paintings rather than as a mural worked on by several artists; 
and it is hoped that the various styles in which the contributors 
}^a^'e worked and the different outlooks which their contribu¬ 
tions reflect will illumine the reality of China’s legacy as no 
product of a single hand could do. But there is one great unity 
wliich the book has. It is imbued by a uniform respect for the 
achievements of die Chinese spirit, and a desire which is shared 
by Western Sinologists of ivhatcver creed, nationality, orpolitical 
persuasion to pay tribute to them. 
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RAYMOND DAWSON 
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WESTERN CONCEPTIONS OF CHINESE 
CIVILIZATION 

At tlic close of the eighteenth century, when the embassy of 
Earl Macartney went to Peking to try to establish more satis¬ 
factory commercial arrangements with the Chinese, not a single 
Englishman could be found who knew anything of the Chinese 
language; so that, in the words of John Francis Davis, members 
of the mission ‘were somewhat discreditably reduced to the 
necessity of engaging the services of two Romish priests to aid 
the important objects of the mission in the quality of inter¬ 
preters’.* This is a measure of how short a time there has existed 
in the English-speaking world people wth that linguistic quali¬ 
fication wliicli is a necessary aid to a thorough understanding 
of Chinese civilization. During the nineteenth century some 
missionaries and diplomats gained reputations as scholars of the 
language, but its study was very slow to take root in academic 
soil. Although the first chair of Chinese in Britain was founded 
as long ago as 1838, at University College, London, it was not 
until after the Second World War that the language and the 
imsurpassed cultural acliievements of the most populous country 
on earth ceased to be the concern mainly of occasional students 
taught by isolated professors, who had generally completed 
careers in consular or missionary sendee before taking to aca¬ 
demic life. Although the scholars of the Jesuit mission who were 
active in Cliina during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries 
gave continental Europe an earlier start and although American 
centres of learning now pay mudi higher regard to these studies 

* Chinese Miscellanies (London, 1865), p. 50. 
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2 Western Conceptions of Chinese Civilization 

than do British universities, it is nevertheless true to say that 
Sinology is one of the newest sciences. 

It follows therefore that the average reader of this book will 
have an image of China which owes remarkably little to the 
work of serious scholarship. It will owe much ultimately to the 
accounts of travellers and missionaries, to the influence of Chi¬ 
nese art and art inspired by China, and to the products of the 
imaginations of literary men; while among its more immedi¬ 
ate creators will be the press, radio, cinema, and other modern 
means of communication, which both process the available in¬ 
formation and supply such further material as suits their own 
purposes. Although these media have in recent decades given 
many people a more sophisticated awareness of remote chdliza- 
tions, I am sure that for many more the name China is still 
mainly associated with such trivialities as pigtails, slant eyes, 
lanterns, laundries, pidgin English, chopsticks, and bird’s-nest 
soup. Whimsical notions of a quaint civilization in a setting 
which resembles the design on a ■n’illow-pattern plate must be 
discarded at the outset if a true understanding of Chinese culture 
is to be attempted. 

Even those readers wdio have drunk largely from the purer 
springs of serious scholarship are not necessarily much nearer the 
truth. The springs trickle but slowly, and there is a vast reser¬ 
voir of information which can only be tapped by a far larger 
labour force of scholars than is at present engaged on these 
studies. One must also remember that, in the present century, 
there has developed a greater awareness of the difficulties and 
complications of historical study. The historian now recognizes 
that, while his intellect is focused on one minute problem, his 
mind is stocked with unquestioned presuppositions about a 
whole range of much more important historical problems which 
he has never had time to examine. Like the photographer, how¬ 
ever much he may perfect his skill, he can only take a picture 
from one viewpoint at a time. Philosophers, too, with their 
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increasing awareness of the non-significativc elements in lan¬ 
guage liave encouraged him not to take words at their face value; 
while psydvologists with their analyses of the complicated factors 
underlying men’s actions have increased his appreciation of the 
difiiculty of interpreting their deeds. The powerful success of 
sucli techniques of deception as political propaganda and mass 
advertising lias given us a heightened scepticism towards the 
study of the past. At the same time anthropologists, economists, 
sociologists, and representatives of a host of new disciplines have 
clamoured for a recognition of their contribution to the study 
of historj'. But the main dilemma is expressed with humorous 
exaggeration by Professor Butterfield: ‘Wien I recall how much 
more easy it is for a camel to go through the eye of a needle than 
for the most excellent trained historian to repeat a piece of 
gossip or an anecdote at the dinner-table witliout adding a little 
varnish ... I have wondered sometimes how such a thing as 
ancient histor}'. . . could be taken seriously at all.’* 

It need hardly be added that those who have had tlxe good 
fortune to visit China arc in little better position to form sound 
judgements about its civilization. The impression that any visitor 
to China forms of that country' is very far from being a simple 
response to objective fact. His interpretation is partly moulded 
by his reading of accounts which, ev'cn if they lack other de¬ 
merits, inevitably have the defect of reprcsentingpartialand out- 
of-date views; it is a response to a comparison between conditions 
in his own countr)' and conditions in China, and is thus bound 
to vat}' somewhat in accordance with the country of his origin; 
it is coloured by whatever the Chinese want him to believe 
about tlicir country and by what tlicy themselves, perhaps mis¬ 
takenly, believe to be true of tlicir country; and it is distorted by 
a compulsion to satisft' rvhat the visitor subconsciously needs 
to believe. With the world split in two these distortions have been 
intensified, and all but the most well-informed and level-headed 
' H, Biitlerficld, Ckrhtianity and History (London, 1949), p. 28. 
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observers have leaned heavily towards either unadulterated praise 
or unqualified condemnation of the People’s Republic of China. 

A healthy scepticism must therefore inform our attitude 
towards what we read about China. Old misconceptions of her 
civilization live long and die hard, for there is a certain inertia in 
our historical beliefs, so that they tend to be retained until they 
are ruthlessly questioned by original minds perhaps centuries 
after they have ceased to be true. In order that the reader may 
clear his mind of such misconceptions at the outset, I propose to 
draw his attention to certain features of the West’s understand¬ 
ing of China which have proved persistent and often misleading. 

I shall start with a conception of China which, although most 
persuasive and misleading in its day, has not been of much 
consequence in recent times—the conception of China as a land 
of great material prosperity. It owes its origin to the accounts of 
Marco Polo and other overland travellers who were able to reach 
the court of the Great Khan in the thirteenth century, when 
much of the Euro-Asian land-mass was under Mongol sway. 

These accounts were truly epoch-making: the European’s 
horizons, previously restricted to his own continent and the 
Mediterranean area, were now immeasurably extended. Yet by a 
common trick of historical distortion the names of William of 
Rubruck and other medieval travellers to the Mongol court are 
unknov\m to all but a few, while the name of Marco Polo has 
become a household word and his story a part of our folk-lore 
Though greeted with incredulity by his contemporaries, who 
might have been expected to stretch their imaginations more 
readily than modern man to accommodate some of his strange 
stories, his account has had a powerful influence on European 
impressions of China. ^ 

* Since China was identified with Polo’s Cathay as early as the sixteenth 
century by Martin de Rada, it will be satisfactory for the purpose of this 
essay to use the term ‘China’ throughout. 
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One of die most characteristic features of Polo’s account is his 
obvious love of exaggeration. This is repeatedly exemplified in 
his famous description of Hangchow, with its ‘twelve thousand 
bridges of stone, for the most part so lofty that a great fleet 
could pass beneath them’. Another natural subject for such 
treatment was the magnificence of the Great KJian’s establish¬ 
ment. Among the presents the ruler customarily received at the 
New Year were, according to Polo, 100,000 white horses riclily 
caparisoned; and the 360,000 horsemen gathered for an expedi¬ 
tion were merely ‘the falconers and whippers-in that were about 
the court’. It is not surprising that Polo was given the nickname 
II Milione and asked on his deathbed to recant and to expunge 
all the exaggeration from liis account. Even Sir Henry Yule, tvho 
devoted much of his life to the study of Polo and had so remark¬ 
able an affection for him that he used, the pen-name Marcus 
Paulus '^'’enetus wlien wiring to the press, was under no illusions 
about his veracity; and as late as the nineteenth century a Ger¬ 
man scliolar was prepared to argue that the whole book was an 
ebboratcly constructed fabrication. Indeed, one does not even 
have to take into consideration either the tedious sameness of 
many of the descriptions of the places he visits, or the charac¬ 
teristic fantasies of medieval travel accounts, such as the storj'’ of 
the dog-headed men, to sympathize with Yule, who, despite his 
affection for Marco, writes that William of Rubruck’s narrative 
forms ‘a book of travels of mudt higher claims than any one series 
of Polo’s chapters’.* For, in spite of his long sojourn in China, 
he failed to mention many of the most obvious peculiarities of 
Chinese civilization, notwithstanding their complete novelty. 
He even saj's nothing about the Chinese script, printing, foot¬ 
binding, tea, and the Great Wall, all of which are recorded 
by near-contemporarj' travellers. Nevertheless, because of the 

’ I quote from the famous Sir Henry Yule translation, edited by H. Cordier 
(London, 1903), th.e products of more recent scholarship being obviouslj irrele- 
%ant for my present purposes. See \ol.ii, p. 1S5; vol. i, pp. 335, 105. 
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romantic nature of his personal history, he has captured the 
imagination of the West as other medieval travellers failed to do 
and is regarded as pre-eminent among them. Thus the medieval¬ 
ist Eileen Power regarded him as ‘incomparably the greatest 
traveller and the most magnificent observer of the whole Middle 
Ages’.* 

The dominant theme of Polo’s description is the size and 
splendour of Chinese cities and the material prosperity of the 
country. Its impact was not immediate and widespread, for in 
the days before printing reached Europe ideas spread more 
slowly; and there were also many who accepted his narrative 
with caution But gradually it caught the imagination of adven¬ 
turous Europeans Columbus, for example, had in his possession 
a copy of the work, which he had carefully annotated. Eventually 
the great period of exploration by sea brought Spanish and 
Portuguese navigators to the coasts of South China, and from 
the third quarter of the sixteenth century date interesting 
accounts of this area from Galeote Pereira, Caspar da Cruz, 
and Martin de Rada.^ They too were mostly impressed by the 
material prosperity of the country: indeed, they were so un¬ 
informed in matters of the intellect and of the spirit that, like 
the medieval travellers, they did not even mention the name of 
Confucius And, when one remembers what sixteenth-century 
Europe was like, it is not surprising that these travellers were 
struck by the material superiority of the country. The roads, for 
example, are praised by Pereira This may surprise those who are 
familiar with descriptions of the condition of Chinese roads in 
more recent times, but at that time highways in Europe were 
notoriously bad. He praises too the great cleanliness of the towns 
by comparison with the squalor of Lisbon and other European 
cities. The wholesomeness of the climate, the richness of the soil, 

* A P. Newton, ed., Travel and Travellers of the Middle Ages (London, 
1926), p 132 

2 Cf. C. R Boxer, South China in the i6th Century (London, igjj)- 
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and the plenty enjoyed by a happ}' and liardworking peasant 
population were other aspects of this material prosperity which 
were emphasized by all these ttriters, the conditions of the poor 
being compared very favourably tvitli tlieir plight in Europe. 

Wlicn the obvious c.vaggerations have been discounted, these 
descriptions were relatively true at the time they were written; 
but the rapid improvement of conditions in Europe, rvhich was 
later matched by some undoubted decline in conditions in 
China, meant that the perpetuation of this conception of China 
was the creation of a myth rather than the handing down of the 
truth. With that inertia \\hich characterizes conceptions of alien 
civilizations the belief in the opulence of the Orient lingered on. 
As late as 1798 Malthus declared that China was the richest 
country in the world; and in a description of the Macartney 
Embassy published in the previous year Sir George Staunton, 
despite the many frustrations endured by the mission, indulges 
in occasional eulogies of the country tvhiclt clearly owe more to 
his reading and to a hang-over from the sinophilism of the early 
part of the century than to direct observation. Perhaps the most 
remarkable of these is the passage in which he says that ‘in respect 
to its natural and artifici.al productions, the policy and unifor¬ 
mity of its government, the language, manners, and opinions of 
the people, their moral maxims, and civil institutions, and the 
general economy and tranquillity of the state, it is the grandest 
collective object that can be presented for human contemplation 
or rcscarclv’.* 

^^'^thin a generation the scales had tilted the otlicr way. Witli 
the arrival of Protestant missionaries China became a second- 
class country peopled by those who, lacking the light of God, 
must inewtably be regarded as inferior beings. But these de¬ 
scriptions of material prosperity have stiU had their influence 

’ T. R. Alalthti*, ttrst an Royal Economic Society reprint, 

ttith notes by James Bon.Tr (London, 1916), p. 3355 Sir George Staunton, 
2 >Secartr./fs En-hassy m Cltmt ... (London, 1797), sol. i, p. 27. 
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even into the present century, notably in that genre of writing 
which exploits an idyllic picture of a Utopian China to point a 
comparison with unsatisfactory conditions in the writer’s coun¬ 
try. Goldsmith’s ‘The Citizen of the World and Landor’s Imagin¬ 
ary Conversation between the Emperor of China and Tsing Ti are 
earlier examples of this idiom, but in more modern times we 
have had Lowes Dickinson in Letters from John Chinaman con¬ 
trasting the sordidness of England with a China peopled by 
‘prosperous peasants, owning and tilling the fields their fathers 
owned and tided before them’.^ 

Over-enthusiastic descriptions of China’s prosperity have in¬ 
evitably provoked a reaction from those who have found the 
place to be not quite the paradise they expected. This dates back 
even to the time when sinophilism was at its height, for in the 
widely read Robinson Crusoe, published in 1719, Defoe puts this 
outburst into his hero’s mouth: ‘I must confess it seemed strange 
to me, when I came home, and heard our people say such fine 
things of the power, glory, magnificence, and trade of the 
Chinese; because as far as I saw, they appeared to be a con¬ 
temptible herd or crowd of ignorant sordid slaves, subjected to a 
government qualified only to rule such people.’ Such disappoint¬ 
ment has been shared by many a traveUer since then who has 
gone out to China -with visions of a flowery land dotted with 
stately pleasure-domes, and inhabited by a permanently smiling 
and prosperous population. 

Though the image of the material prosperity of China has 
undoubtedly faded in modern times, the next conception which 
I propose to discuss seems to have survived with almost un- 
diminished vigour until the Communist revolution. This is the 
belief that China w'as a monolithic Confucian state, a myth 
which was mainly the product of descriptions of the country and 
translations of Chinese boob sent home to Europe by Jesuit 

* G Lo«es Dickinson, Letters from John Chinaman (London, 1902), p. 18. 
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missionaries in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. Their 
conception of the country was entirely new. Before this there 
had been very little information available in Europe about in¬ 
tellectual life in China, Now there developed a new vision of 
the countrj' as a strong, united, and self-sufficient state, which 
owed much to traditions handed down from wise rulers of remote 
antiquity, and was ruled by a benevolent despot in accordance 
with moral and political maxims enshrined in the Confucian 
Classics, and with the aid of administrators chosen because of the 
knowledge of those works which they displayed in the literary 
examinations. 

Just as the vision of China’s fabulous prosperity was mainly 
conjured up by the reports of Marco Polo, so this new view of 
China owes much to Matteo Ricci, the first great Jesuit mis¬ 
sionary in China. He it was who first introduced Confucius to 
Europe. Of his journal covering the years 1583-1610, which he 
spent in China, it has been witten; Tt probably had more effect 
on the litcrarj' and scientific, the philosophical and the religious, 
phases of life in Europe than any other historical volume in the 
17th century.’’ Such success as the Jesuit mission enjoyed owed 
much to the methods established by Ricci; and many of his 
successors followed the example of his scholarly interest in 
Chinese thought, so that for the rest of the life of the mission 
a stream of books, pampldcts, and letters poured into Europe, 
deeply influencing thinkers of the Enlightenment with their 
descriptions of the Confucian state. 

The consequent favourable impression of China was due partly 
to tlie historical accident that there were features of Chinese 
society likely to have a special appeal in Europe at that point of 
time. Wearied by the doctrinal disputes and rchgious wars which 
had marred the course of Christianity, some thinkers advocated 
‘natural religion’ as a means to an agreement which seemed 

‘ L. J. Galiaghor, S.J., tr., China in the Stxiccntb Century (New York, 
* 953 ), P- 
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impossible between the jealous defenders of different ‘revealed 
religions’. The Jesuits’ description of the purified essence of 
Confucianism suggested that such a solution had been found 
practicable in China. Politically, too, at a time when democracy 
^^as not on the cards at all, the ace of trumps was just such a 
bcne^ olent despotism as seemed to exist in China. Moreover, at 
a time when the philosophe was gaining influence m Europe, 
there must have been an enthusiastic reception for such passages 
as Ricci’s: ‘The entire kingdom is administered by the order of 
the Learned, commonly knowm as the philosophers The respon¬ 
sibility for orderly management of the entire realm is wholly and 
completely committed to their care and charge ’* It would not 
have occurred to the reader that the Chinese word correspond¬ 
ing to philosopher denoted group attachment to tradition rather 
than individual love of wisdom The perils of translation do 
indeed help to foster the growth of myths. Thus evolved the 
image of the moral and political superiority of the Chinese, 
which made their country an exemplar for many of those in the 
West who were eager for change. 

This image corresponded perfectly wdth, and indeed derived 
from, the Chinese conception of the nature of their own civiliza¬ 
tion, which i\as automatically absorbed by the Jesuits. The 
dogma of the monolithic Confucian state was an established part 
of their code and of their outlook on life Moreover, in response 
to the challenge of the spiritual values of Christianity, they W'cre 
bound to emphasize the spiritual values of their owm civilization. 
This same emphasis has continued and eren been intensified in 
modern times, sciving as a prop to Chinese self-esteem wdxen 
they hat c had to acknowledge the material superiority of Europe. 
Hence come writers have found it possible to fit the Chinese into 
a crude and false antithesis between the materialistic West and 
an East mainly concerned w ith the needs of the spirit. 

Finally, the development of this conception of China owed 

' G.i!laglicr, op. cit, p. 55 
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mucli to the needs of the Jesuits who were the agency through 
which it was transmitted to Europe. Faced with the task of 
converting the population of a vast country at a great distance 
from home, they naturally emphasized the more hopeful aspects 
of their experience in China. They had to give an account of 
themselves which would ensure continued support for their 
work. They also had to have a plan of campaign which bolstered 
their morale by giw'ng some promise of success. In the early 
stages methods liad been adopted which were more suitable for 
missionizing in backward countries. Then Ricci, after a period 
when he mistakenly assumed the garb of the despised Buddhist 
priesthood, later made himself more acceptable by adopting the 
dress of tlic scholars and familiarizing himself with the tradi¬ 
tions they respected. Thus he acquired tlie knowledge of their 
philosophy w'hich he and his successors sent back to their home 
countries. 

Finding the materialistic agnosticism of contemporary Con¬ 
fucianism uncongenial, the Jesuits went back to what they re¬ 
garded as the pure and undefiled religious tradition of ancient 
China, wherein they discovered a monotheism similar to that of 
ancient Judaism. This fitted in perfectly with the belief in the 
dispersal after the Flood, and was taken as a firm guarantee that 
China would be fruitful ground for the propagation of the 
Gospel. Thus the Jesuits came to interpret the Cliinese religious 
system as a dualism between Confucianism, representing the re¬ 
mains of these ancient beliefs, and Taoism and Buddliism, the 
false sects which liad corniptcd the old tradition. This is why 
the Jesuits were able to have such a high regard for the Chinese 
in spite of the fact that they lacked the light of God. As Ricci 
wTOie: 

Of all the p.igan sects knowi to Europe, I know of no people who 
fell into fewer errors in the early ages of their antiquity than did the 
Chinese. From the r erj' beginning of their history it is recorded in their 
writings that they recognized and worshipped one supreme being whom 
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they called the King of Heaven.. .. One can confidently hope that in 
the mercy of God, many of the ancient Chinese found salvation m the 
natural law, assisted as they must have been by that special help which, 
a'; the theologians teach, is denied to no-one who does what he can 
towards salvation, according to the light of his conscience. That they 
endeavoured to do this is readily determined from their history of more 
than four thousand years, which really is a record of good deeds done on 
behalf of their countr) and for the common good.* 

Thus the Jesuits, in comforting themselves that the Chinese 
were in a high state of readiness to receive the Gospel, gave 
Europe an impression of a country of high moral standards. But 
in a country so vast piecemeal conversion was a formidable task, 
and the obvious short cut was the conversion of the monarch. 
Some attempt seems to have been made to this end, and the 
conversion of some of the imperial concubines fairly early in the 
mission was doubtless viewed as a step in the right direction. 
The Chinese court had a long-standing tradition of eclecticism 
in religious and philosophical matters, and in consequence some 
of the Jesuits attained positions of remarkable influence with the 
emperors. Not surprisingly some very laudatory descriptions of 
their royal masters were in turn expressed by Jesuit courtiers. 
K‘ang-hsi, for example, was described by Parennin as ‘one of the 
most extraordinary of men, such as one finds only once in several 
centuries’, praise which is reminiscent of hagiological descrip¬ 
tions of Confucius from Chinese antiquity. There is no need to 
dwell on the profound influence this favourable picture of China 
had on Europe of the Enlightenment.^ It is perhaps best summed 
up in this enthusiastic outburst of Pohure: ‘China offers an en¬ 
chanting picture of what the whole world might become, if 
the laws of that empire were to become the laws of all nations. 

* Gallagher, op cit, p. 93. 

^ This important topic is also treated by Professor Kracke and Mr. Hudson. 
See pp. 335-7, 356-60. 



Western Conceptions of Chinese Civilizniiou 13 

Go to Peking! Gaze upon the mightiest of mortals; he is the true 

and perfect image of Heaven P* 

Tins image of China faded as the Jesuit mission declined. The 
Jesuits had overreached themselves in two ways. By claiming 
that all Confucian rites were innocuous and permissible for a 
Christian they had antagonized their opponents within the 
Church; and by praising the moral qualities of the Chinese they 
had played into the hands of the advocates of natural religion. 
Eventually the French Revolution stopped the flow of funds to 
the mission and Christianity in China went into eclipse. With 
the nineteenth century came a more hard-headed scientific ap¬ 
proach to the Confucian texts, typified by that of Max Muller, 
who, in introducing his Sacred Books of the East series in 1879, 
made it quite clear that he regarded them as of interest as 
historical source material, rather than as treasure-houses of 
m'sdom. 

Nevertheless the concept of the monolithic Confucian state 
has continued to have a verj' strong influence. In modern times 
it has even been boosted by disgust with the follies of the 
materialistic West, which has stimulated a new interest in the 
wisdom of the East. In the tvorld of scholarship the myth has 
continued to be the source of many misunderstandings, through 
failure to appreciate that it papered over many ugly cracks. For 
this idyllic and oversimplified view of China ignored or played 
dens-n the bitterness of the Ming-Manchu conflict in the seven¬ 
teenth century, the dash of different schools of thought with¬ 
in Confucianism, the wicked influence at court of potverful 
eunuchs, the pen-asiveness of Buddhism, the evils of religious 
persecution, the recurrent demonstrations of dissatisfaction 
afforded by peasant rebellions, the cruel intolerance of the 
litcrarj’ inquisitions, the absurdly stereotyped nature of the 

’ Quoted in A. H. Ronbothani, Missionary and Mandarin (Berkeley, 
' 94 -X F‘ 2 - 3 ; Q- Hudson, Europe and China (London, tqxi) 
P- 3 ‘S. 
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literary examinations, and the ill-treatment of minority peoples, 
to mention but a few corrupt and divisive features of Chinese 
society. It is a concept which is blatantly inaccurate, but which 
through its neatness, simplicity, and self-consistency has had a 
Axry strong appeal. It lurks behind many popular accounts of 
Chinese civilization. It underlies the predominance which has 
been given to the Confucian Classics on our bookshelves and in 
our syllabuses, and it explains why the very name of Confucius 
still seems to inspire awe. Indeed, as Professor Hawkes has said, 
‘there is no lack of people even today who believe that the 
society which perished only a few years ago was just such a 
harmonious Confucian utopia’.* 


From a misunderstanding propagated by missionaries I pass to 
two w'hich have been much cultivated by historians The first is 
the view that traditional China was in a state of ‘eternal stand¬ 
still’, as the German historian Ranke called it.^ This conception 
was related to the one just discussed, in that it was thought that 
the changelessness was consequent on the existence of a despotic 
regime able to secure the timeless perpetuation of the ideals and 
attitudes upon which the society was based. 

This supposed changelessness was not remarked by early 
travellers to China, and when it does first attract comment this 
is favourable. In Goldsmith’s 7 he Citizen of the World, for 
example, China as ‘an Empire wliich has thus continued in¬ 
variably the same for such a long succession of ages’ is regarded 
as ‘something so peculiarly great that I am naturally led to 
despise aU other nations on the comparison’. Contrast this with a 
generation later, when the wind of change was blowing strongly 
across Europe and Condorcet wrote: ‘The human mind, given 

* Chinese: Classical, Modern, and Humane (inaugural lecture) (Oxford, 
1961), p. 10. 

2 Leopold von Ranke, I! cltgeschtchtc (Leipzig, 1881), vol. 1, p vi. 
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up to ignorance and prejudice, was condemned to shameful 
sttignation in tliose vast empires whose uninterrupted existence 
has dishonoured Asia for so long.’ One can find equally extreme 
statements of this view throughout the nineteenth century. ‘We 
have before us the oldest state and yet no past,’ wrote Hegel, 
‘but a state whiclt exists today as we know it to have been in 
ancient times. To that extent Cliina has no history.’ Nor was 
this a misconception peculiar to those who pontificated about 
China only from the study, for the quotations may be paralleled 
in the writings of those who knew the country intimately. ‘Her 
language and her customs remain unaltered,’ wrote the mission¬ 
ary Medhurst, ‘and the genius and spirit of the people are the 
same they were in the patriarchal age.’* 

Many different explanations are given for this changelcssness 
in addition to or instead of the primary reason of political 
organization which has already been mentioned. Jolm Stuart 
Mill gives a sb’ght variation on this theme, arguing that lack of 
‘organized opposition to the ruling power’ is responsible. Always 
in such circumstances, he maintains, ‘society has either hardened 
into Chinese stationariness, or faUen into dissolution’. Econo¬ 
mists, vv ho have a tendency to give their subject an unchallenged 
supremacy, have seen it in economic terms and ascribed it to 
economic causes Hegel thought that eastern Asia had been cut 
off from historical dev'clopmcnt because it had not ‘appropriated 
that clement of civilization which the sea supplies’, a curious 
argument when it is remembered that few countries in the world 
have longer coastlines than China. Witli typical missionarj^ over¬ 
estimation of the power of ethical ideas, Legge put the blame 

’ O. Gold<mUh, ed.P.Cunningham (London, iS54),voI,!i, 

p. Condorcct, Sketch far a Ihuoncal Picture of the Progress of the Human 
Sttri (fim publi'hcd 1795), t’’-J- Barradougli (London, 1955), p 39; quoted 
hj A. Wnglit in ‘The Stud} of Cliinese Ci> jhration’, Joarttal of the History of 
ideas, xvi (1960), p. 245; W. H. Medhunt, China: its State and Prospects, 
tcitb Especial Reference to the Spread of the Gospel (London, 1840), p. p. 
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on the teachings of Confucius. ‘There has been a tendency to 
advance,’ he wrote, ‘and Confucius has all along been trying to 
carry the nation back.’ His fellow-missionary Medhurst even 
made the extraordinary suggestion that the invention of printing 
bore some responsibility: ‘This stereotyping of their books has 
caused the stereotyping of their ideas; and kept them in the 
same eternal round of uniform notions, without variety or im¬ 
provement.’ And in modern times we have had Spengler seeing 
the whole process in terms of biological metaphor.* 

Other misconceptions concerning Chinese history are obviously 
related to this idea of changelessness. Parallel with it runs that 
notion of uniformity in space which is involved in the above- 
mentioned concept of the monolithic Confucian state. Another 
corollary is the view of China as a country of great antiquity. 
This widespread notion may be exemplified by means of a 
quotation from De Quincey: ‘The mere antiquity of Asiatic 
things, of their institutions, histories, modes of faith, &c., is so 
impressive, that to me the vast age of the race and name over¬ 
powers the sense of youth in the individual. A young Chinese 
seems to me an antediluvian man renewed.’ In fact, from a 
chronological point of view the development of Chinese civili¬ 
zation shows some remarkable parallels with that of European 
civilization, and is not comparable in antiquity with that of 
Egypt. A further corollary was the idea that the Chinese always 
readily absorbed their conquerors. An uncritical adherence to 
this belief, which the Chinese themselves have naturally fostered 
with diligence, has blinded people to the extent to which, as 
Wittfogel puts it, ‘instead of relinquishing their privileges of 
power, prestige, and revenue the conquerors invariably sought 
to maintain them by all manner of political, militarj'-, and legal 

’ Mtll on Bembam and Coleridge, ed, F. R. Leavis (London, 195c), p 87; 
Hegel, The Philosophy of History, tr. J Sibree (New York, 1956), p. loi; 
James Legge, The Chinese Classics, vol. i (Hong Kong, 1861), p. 108; Medhurst, 
op. cit, p. 104; O. Spengler, Der Untergang des Ahendlandes, passim. 
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dcviccs’.i It has also caused people both to neglect the changes 
in the Chinese way of life brought about by the impact of the 
iVlongols in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, and to 
underestimate the contrast between the native Ming and 
foreign Manchu d}'n3sties. 

Such misconceptions could not be corrected without a 
genuine and scientific interest in Chinese history among Euro¬ 
pean historians, but this has been very' slow to develop. All too 
often in the nineteenth century tve find people expressing an 
opinion which is best exemplified by the words of a wTiter in the 
Jouriial of the Peking Oriental Society for 1886: ‘I do not think 
that the history of China (with the exception of a few' episodes) 
tvill ever be considered as forming an essential part of the general 
history of mankind'^ The development of rapid communications 
and egalitarian thought in the present century has succeeded in 
banishing this quaint attitude, but the obstacles to its removal 
have been very great. There was some attempt, for example by 
the Gottingen school of German historians, to WTite ‘universal 
historj'’, paying due attention to the world outside Europe, but 
all the time a centripetal force pulled them back tow'ards their 
own continent. They lacked authentic material about Chinese 
history to enable them to incorporate it into an integrated 
world-history. They beheved, too, that the development of the 
European state-system was by far the most important topic in 
modem history. The enormous tveight of the tradition of Euro¬ 
pean scholarship and of the history of education in Europe has 
also tipped the scales heavily against the broadening of our 
historical horizons. If education is seen as training of the 
character and of the intellect, the main emphasis is bound to be 
placed upon the proper appreciation and understanding of 3 
limited quantity of historical source material, preferably of an 
elevating character, rather tlian upon polymathy. In modem 

• K. A. Wittfo^el, Orierul Despotism (Yale, 1957), p. 326. 

* C. Arcadt. The italics are his own. 
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times educationists have been kept busy by the need to foster 
several urgently required revolutions, such as the introduction 
of education for women, the democratization of education, the 
expansion of scientific, technological, and vocational education, 
and the improvement of teaching methods in response to new 
media and fresh understanding of child psychology; so that com¬ 
paratively little attention has been paid, especially in Britain, to 
the obvious need of education for world understanding, which 
must surely be one of the next big educational revolutions. 

At present therefore, in spite of small and recent signs of 
improvement, the study of history, especially in British schools 
and universities, is still parochial. So many new and interest¬ 
ing techniques can be brought to bear on what one might call 
micro-history that there is much satisfaction to be obtained from 
the continued evaluation of European history, and it is still 
unfashionable to take a wider view But in the meantime, un¬ 
fortunately, old misconceptions about the nature of Chinese 
history still survive, and true to the spirit of a belief in China’s 
changelessness some scholars have posited an unrealistic and 
exaggerated continuity and similarity between Confucian and 
Communist China. 

From the belief that China and other Oriental countries do 
not conform to the normal patterns of historical development it 
is but a short step to the conviction that there exists a pecu¬ 
liar Asiatic or Oriental type of society. Many misapprehensions 
arise from the treatment of the terms Asiatic and Oriental 
as meaningful in other than a purely geographical sense. The 
polarity between Europe and Asia has been one of the categories 
by means of which Europeans hat'e arranged and systematized 
history since earliest times. By the fifth century b.c. the term 
‘Asiatic’ already implied despotic authority and lavish splendour, 
both of which were anathema to the Greeks; and parallel 
antitheses between Greece and Persia, Europe and Asia, and 
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West and East \scrc already firmly established. The Romans, 
too, although tlicir empire straddled the border between Europe 
and Asia and they had nothing quite like Marathon or Salamis 
to act as a focal point for anti-Asian emotions, absorbed and 
retained the Greek contempt for Asiatics. Christianity added its 
support, for in its view Europe as the land of Japheth, the 
Gentiles, the Greeks, and the Christians was opposed to Asia, 
the land of the Semitic peoples, whose inferiority was implied 
in the scriptures: ‘God shall enlarge Japheth, and he shall dwell in 
the tents of Shem.’' The Crusades gave further encouragement 
to the East-West antithesis, while the increasing identification 
of Europe with Christendom helped to maintain the polarity 
between Europe and Asia; which was later reinforced by the 
theories ofhistorians and economists, in whose eyes European pro¬ 
gress appeared to form a neat contrast tvith Asiatic stagnation. 

This polarit}' between Europe and Asia, trith which European 
thought has been obsessed, can be broken down into various 
components. First of all, there is the polarity between smallness 
and bigness; Leonidas and his three hundred facing the vast 
hordes of XerAcs; Polo from the tiny city-state of Venice ap¬ 
pearing at the court of the Great Khan, whose realms were 
unequalled in magnitude—these are examples of the romantic 
im.agcs by means of which uc visualize the Europe-Asia anti¬ 
thesis. With bigness, too, wc associate slowness and ponderous¬ 
ness, and such cartoon-imagerj" may well have helped to foster 
impressions of tlie changclcssncss of Asia. Secondly, there is 
the polarity between the maritime and the continental, typified 
again by the struggle between the sea-going Greeks and the 
Persian land power and by the contrast between the maritime 
city-states of medieval Italy and the mammoth land empire of 
the Mongols. A passage from Hegel already quoted on p. 15 
shows how grossly misleading this antithesis can be; for it has 
caused people to forget such striking evidence of the Chinese 

‘ Genesis bt. a;?. 
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aptitude for the water as is afforded by the great quantity of 
shipping on Chinese waterways observed with amazement by 
medieval travellers, and the remarkable long-distance voyages as 
far as the east coast of Africa during the Ming period; and it has 
encouraged people to believe that seafaring skill is a peculiarity 
of the European heritage. A third aspect of this polarity has been 
the contrast between freedom and slavery. This contrast, felt 
intensely in the childhood of our civilization by the Greeks 
under the threat of the Persian yoke, has dominated our world- 
outlook in its maturity. Condorcet is one of many European 
thinkers who may provide us with an apt illustration of this 
point. ‘If we compare the legislation,’ he writes, ‘and especially 
the form and the rules of judgment in Greece with those existing 
amongst Eastern races, we shall see that with the latter laws were 
a yoke under which people were bound into slavery whereas with 
the former they were the conditions of a common pact between 
man and man.’^ Hegel, too, regarded this contrast between 
Europe and Asia as of central importance, and it has been much 
emphasized by Western thinkers in so far as they have conceived 
the process of history in terms of the development of human 
freedom. 

Misled by these large antitheses between Europe and Asia 
and between West and East, some thinkers have tried to develop 
theories either to explain or to characterize more precisely the 
nature of Asiatic or Oriental civilization. The characteristic 
nature of Asiatic societies has often been attributed to econo¬ 
mic reasons. The classical economists developed concepts of 
an Asiatic or Oriental type of society which were adopted by 
Marx, who had much to say about a specific ‘Asiatic mode of 
production’, but detailed discussion of such theories would 
demand more space than the subject justifies. In a modern 
variant of this theme, with which the general reader may be less 
familiar, Wittfogel has argued that the key to the type of society 

‘ Op. cit., p. 53. 
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whicli is characterized by wliat lie calls ‘Oriental Despotism’ is 
the need for large-scale water-conservation and flood-control 
projects, which in turn necessitate a centralized despotic 
administration able to avail itself of large drafts of cor^ee 
labour. Thus he has called this type of society ‘Hydraulic 
society’, elevating one factor in the development of Cliinese 
society to a position of supreme importance. Others have tried 
to get to the root of the distinction between East and West by 
suggesting that there is a difference of outlook between Oriental 
and Occidental man which is not to be accounted for by eco¬ 
nomic, geographical, or other reasons, but is mysteriously funda¬ 
mental. According to Collingnood, Herder was the first to 
recognize in a systematic way that human nature is not uniform 
but diversified and to point out ‘that what makes Chinese civi¬ 
lization, for c.\'ample, what it is, cannot be the geography and 
climate of China but only the peculiar nature of the Chinese’. A 
modern illustration of this attitude is afforded by Northrop’s 
book, ^he Meeting of East a 7 id JFest. In it he argues for the unity 
of Oriental culture and holds that the fundamental difference 
between East and West consists in the contrast between the 
aesthetic tendencies of the former and the theoretic tendencies 
of the latter. The absurdity of generalizations of this kind is 
shovvm in high relief by the fact that some writers contrast the 
down-to-canh West with the impractical East, while others 
argue that it is the East that is alw’ays concerned with practical 
matters. Charles A. Moore, for example, wTites that in the 
Orient ‘all philosophy is ultimately for practical purposes, that 
ethics or the philosophy of life is the essential phase of philo¬ 
sophy, that the theoretical finds its sole justification in its service 
as a guide to the practical’.* 

* tS'ittfogd, op. cit., jiatih-.-, R. G. CollingW’ood. Tbe Idea of History 
(Oxford, 1946}, p. 90; r. S. C. Korthrop, The Meeting of East and If est (New 
York, 1949); Phthsopfy—Eass and West, cd. Charles A. Moore (Princeton. 
1946), p. 566. _ 
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This polarity between Europe and Asia and between West and 
East is one of the important categories by means of which we 
think of the world and arrange our knowledge of it, so there can 
be no doubt that it colours the thoughts even of those who have 
a special interest in Oriental studies. Indeed, the very existence 
of such a concept as Oriental studies, which Sinologists, in 
co-operation with colleagues in the field of Arabic, Egyptian, 
Hebrew, Indian, and many other studies, foster by organiz¬ 
ing themselves into Orientalist associations and by arranging 
Orientalist congresses, helps to perpetuate the strange idea that 
social, economic, and cultural frontiers coincide exactly with 
geographical ones and that the whole of the East has some 
common and exclusive factor which enables its civilizations to 
share a common label. 

All the conceptions of China I have dealt with so far have had 
their origins in earlier times, but the one I propose to discuss 
next belongs to the nineteenth century. This is the Protestant 
view of China as a country whose most important characteristic 
was that the people were heathen, lacking the light of God. This 
attitude caused many nineteenth-century Europeans to look 
upon them at best as a people whose greatest minds were neces¬ 
sarily inferior and whose masses tvere as lost children hunger¬ 
ing for the gift of the Holy Spirit, and at worst as subject to 
what Wells Williams describes as ‘a kind and degree of moral 
degradation of which an excessive statement can scarcely be 
made, or an adequate conception be found’ * And it is to this 
view that the darker features of the modern popular image of the 
villainous Chinese depicted in cinema and comic may doubtless 
ultimately be ascribed. 

The difference between this attitude and that of the Jesuits is 
striking. The latter had praised the moral and political virtues of 
Chinese society, and their eulogistic cries had been repeated even 

’ S. Wells Williams, The Middle Kingdom (New York, 1848), vol. 1, p. 836 
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more loudly in Europe by those whose enthusiasm was not 
tempered by first-hand knowledge. The Protestants, on the 
other hand, were convinced not only that their religion was the 
only true one, but that they were representatives of an expand¬ 
ing and progressive civilization which would soon dominate the 
world, lliis supreme confidence in the superiority of Christian 
citdlization encouraged the missionaries and other representatives 
of the West to consider that they were conferring great benefits 
by introducing not only their religion but also the whole ethos 
and much of the material paraphernalia of Western civilization; 
a belief which became the more obstinate when confronted unth 
the proud Confucian attitude that China alone had genuine 
value, and merely needed to make some ancillary use of barbarian 
techniques. 

Both the Protestant and the Jesuit missions of course shared 
tlie belief that the Gospel had spread to China in antiquity. The 
Jesuits, as we have seen, dwelt on the virtues of the pure and 
unspoilt monotheism of ancient Chinese religion and the fit¬ 
ness of the Chinese to receive the Word; on the other hand 
the Protestants, who, with some notable e.vceptions, lacked the 
scholarly tradition of the Jesuits, were convinced of the in¬ 
feriority and cvcntu.al supplanting of Chinese culture and paid 
comparatii cly little close attention to it. The very title of 
Medhurst’s book, China: its State and Prospects, taith Special 
Reference to the Spread of the Gospel, is sufficient indication of this 
attitude. The large, question of the early propagation of the 
Gospel in Cliina is dismissed with the opinion that ‘considering 
the c.\'tcnt, population, and civilization of China it can hardly be 
supposed that so important a region tvas entirely neglected by 
the first propagators of the Gospel’, a remark which epitomizes 
yhe author’s lack of lustorical sense. He never seems to have 
made the effort of imagination necessary to an understanding of 
the people; instead he contented himself with his faith that they 
had ‘no prospect of amelioration, but in the liberalizing and 



24 Western Conceptions of Chinese Civilization 

happy influence of Christianity’. Unfortunately it was not easy 
for them to grasp some of the loftier notions of the faith, such as 
a sense of sin. ‘The only evils with which they charge themselves’, 
he says by way of explanation, ‘are quitting their native land 
while their parents are alive, being without posterity, treading 
on an ant, abusing printed paper, eating beef, and leaving 
hungry ghosts to starve.’^ 

Medhurst may be regarded as representative of the less 
imaginative type of missionary, but on a higher plane even the 
scholarly and contemplative James Legge, who spent many 
years of his life translating the Confucian Classics and later 
became the first professor of Chinese at Oxford University, was 
not sufficiently impressed by the greatness of Confucius and the 
other ancient sages to diverge greatly from the views of his 
fellow-missionaries. His final judgement on Confucius regretfully 
consigns him to an inferior position: 

I hope I have not done him injustice; but after long study of his 
character and opinions, I am unable to regard him as a great man. He 
was not before his age, though he was above the mass of the officers and 
scholars of his time. He threw no new light on any of the questions 
which have a world-wide interest. He gave no impulse to religion. He 
had no sympathy with progress. His influence has been wonderful but 
It wiU henceforth wane. 

Here too is a sample of the admixture of militant Protestantism: 

Of the earth earthy, China was sure to go to pieces when it came in¬ 
to collision with a Christianly-civilized power. Its sage had left it no 
preservative or restorative elements against such a case. It is a rude 
awakening from the complacency of centuries which China has now 
received. . . . Disorganization will go on to destroy it more and more, 
and yet there is hope for the people ... if they will look away from 
all their ancient sages, and turn to Him, who sends them, along with 
the dissolution of their ancient state, the knowledge of Himself, the 
only living and true God, and of Jesus Christ whom He hath sent.^ 

' Op. cit., pp 221, 455, 358. 


^ Op. nt., vol. i, pp. 113, 109 ' 
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Thus Confucianism, which for the Jesuits had seemed a 
wonderful preparation for the Gospel, was, even for Legge the 
great interpreter of it, an evil which had to be swept away.^ 

Yet Legge was too humane a man to condemn Confucianism 
utterly. His defence of Mencius against the charge that his doc¬ 
trine of the goodness of human nature was completely antago¬ 
nistic to the Christian view of man as fallen was one instance of 
his supporting Confucianism against the attacks of his fellow- 
missionaries. He was also too humane a man to think of China 
as being godless throughout her history. ‘The mind recoils 
shuddering from the thought’, he wrote, ‘that generation after 
generation has descended to the grave, without one individual 
ever having had the thought of God in his mind, or the name 
of God on his lips.’ Nor could he reconcile the -vdability and 
populousncss of a godless China with the fate of Sodom and 
Gomorrah, destroyed for their godlessness. Hence in a book 
which is an interesting example of the difficult psychological 
conflicts inherent in the position of the missionaries, he goes to 
great lengths to prove that the old Chinese term Shang 7 1 should 
be equated unth God.* One cannot help feeling that there is the 
ring of truth in the love-hate relationship depicted by Somerset 
Maugham in his portrait of Mr. Wingrovc, the missionary who 
professed to like the Chinese but was in fact disgusted by them. 

If the attitude towards Confucianism was somewhat com¬ 
plicated, this is certainly not true in the case of Buddhism, 
which was deeply despised by the missionaries as a degraded and 
idolatrous sect. The Jesuits had abhorred it because it had cor¬ 
rupted the pure ancient faith of the Chinese; and what made 
the Protestants dislike it more than anything tvas the striking 
similarities bettveen Buddhism and Popery. This is in strong 
contrast with the modem Western view of Buddhism as a 
monastic religion almost too spiritual for the materialistic West. 

Jimts Legge, Thi Notions of tbt Chinese Concerning God and Spirits 
(Hongr Kong, jSjs), pp. 58-59. 
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For those who seek wisdom across the frontiers of race and creed 
the Buddhist image has been taken out and dusted and placed 
before the admiring gaze of an increasing number of Westerners. 
Confucianism, too, has in modern times regained some of the 
respect in which it was held by eighteenth-century Europe. 

Criticism of the treatment of Asiatics as inferior beings because 
they were heathen was being made before a Protestant mission¬ 
ary ei'er set foot in China, and more enlightened views have 
gradually prevailed. It was the First World War which finally 
dealt the death-blow to the Protestant sense of superiority by 
plunging the missionizing countries into a ghastly catastrophe, 
at the same time cutting off the flow of funds and of new blood 
to the East Then came the Second World War, bringing in its 
train a new sense of the importance of international understand¬ 
ing and of equal rights between peoples; so that within a 
generation the predominant image of the Chinese as a sinister 
and inscrutable race, relegated to sub-human status by reason of 
their paganism and the pigmentation of their skins, has given 
way to greater knowledge and understanding, although he would 
be a bold man who would claim that nothing of the Protestant 
attitude lingers on in the minds of many of us. 

In the academic sphere the idea of the ‘heathen Chinee’ has 
caused serious damage to the proper study of Chinese religion. 
Until recently much writing on this subject was done by mis¬ 
sionaries whose main purpose was to describe obstacles to the 
progress of Christianity for the benefit of future missionaries. 
They always started with the basic assumption that Confucian¬ 
ism, Taoism, and Buddhism were the same kind of thing as 
Christianity, though markedly inferior, and this preconception 
tended to make them ask all the wTong questions about these 
systems of thought. 

Jodhpur University Uibra^y 

In this survey of Western conceptions of China I have dwelt 
almost entirely on the subject of false and misleading attitudes 
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and liavc tried to explain tlie circumstances in which these atti¬ 
tudes have developed. I am absolved from the need to pursue 
this topic further by the fact that similar misconceptions are 
discussed elsewhere in this book: the fifth chapter, for example, 
thoroughly demolishes the belief that the Chinese are an un¬ 
scientific people; while references to clnnoiserie in the fourth 
cliaptcr make it clear how false an impression of China has been 
obtained by those who have treated it as a serious reflection of 
the country and its art. Moreover, the powerful contemporary 
myths engendered by the Cold War equation of Communism 
with consummate good or evil are too familiar and doubtless too 
ephemeral to demand treatment in a work of this kind 
In pursuing my purpose of helping the reader to clear his 
mind of such misconceptions, I have emphasized the errors in 
the picture of China given to the West by great men like Polo 
and Ricci. It is time, therefore, to turn to the other side of the 
coin and recognize that they were the principal purveyors of the 
legacj’ of China to their own generation and that, once tve have 
guarded against their inevitable inaccuracies, they deserve our 
praise and gratitude for their role as pioneers in that interpreta¬ 
tion of Cliina to the West to which this book is devoted. Future 
generations will look back upon the present as the paradoxical 
age when, with the tics of missionary enterprise and commercial 
relations almost completely severed, the West got dotyn to the 
scrioHs business of trpng to understand China in depth; thus 
paying to Polo, Ricci, Lcggc, and all the other pioneers in their 
several countries and generations the great tribute of being 
fascinated by their v\ork and of striving towards a more accurate 
conception of China than they were able to achieve. This modern 
conception of the countiy^ is not for me to deal with here, but is 
the subject of the remainder of this book. 

'RayImoxd Dawson 
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PHILOSOPHY AND RELIGIOUS 
THOUGHT 

This chapter deals in turn wxth the two main themes in Chinese 
philosophy and religious thought, namely the development of the 
indigenous philosophical tradition and the influence of Buddhism. 
T he reader will find that further information about the philosophical 
and religious ideas of the Chinese comes in various places later in 
the book. 

(a) THE PLACE OF REASON IN THE 
CHINESE PHILOSOPHICAL TRADITION 

After Chinese philosophy* became known in Europe in the 
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries Confucianism greatly in¬ 
terested the thinkers of the Enlightenment as an example of a 
humanistic ethic independent of revealed religion. More re¬ 
cently Taoism and Zen Buddhism have attracted a different 
kind of audience, the connoisseurs of the mystical ‘perennial 
philosophy’. Yet Chinese thought continues to puzzle Western 
readers, even to leave many of them doubtful as to whether 
it truly deserves the name of ‘Philosophy’. The great Chinese 
thinkers are moralists, mystics, and political theorists, concerned 
with the conduct of the individual and the organization of 
society, but seldom interested in constructing metaphysical 
systems. By itself this fact may not deter readers today as much 
as a generation ago, metaphysics being at present rather out of 
fashion; but it is far from obvious to many people that Chinese 

* The standard work on this subject in English is Fung Yu-lan, .4 History 
of Chinese Philosophy, tr. Derk Bodde, 2 vols (Princeton, 1952-3) 
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thinkers can be credited with thinking rationally at all Ad¬ 
mittedly they are not religious prophets and do not appeal to 
divine revelation, but the two most influential documents, the 
AnaUcts of Confucius and the Tao te thing ascribed to Lao-tzu, 
do not appeal to reason either. To what extent was the Greek 
discovery of rational discourse paralleled in China ? 

\Vc must consider Chinese thought from two sides, the social 
situation which gave rise to its problems, and the degree to 
which thinkers appealed to reason rather than to tradition or 
intuition as authority for their solutions. The great creative 
period covered three centuries, from Confucius (551-479 b-c.) 
to Han Fci (died 233 b c.). This was a time of rapid and drastic 
social change without equal in Chinese historj' before the present 
century. The emperors of the Chou Dynasty (? 1027-256 b.c.) 
had already by the time of Confucius lost all their power; the 
great fiefs had become independent states which continued to prey 
upon cacli other until the final victory of the state of Ch‘in and 
the reunification of China under the Ch'in Dynasty in 221 b.c. 
At some time about 600 b.c.' bronze, in China as elsewhere 
a near-monopoly of the nobles, gave way to the more plenti¬ 
ful and easily worked iron. Later merchant and artisan classes 
developed; within the states bureaucracies of varied social ori¬ 
gin began to supersede the old aristocracies; serfs evolved into 
peasant owners and tenants. Confucius and his successors found 
themselves in a world in which traditional methods of govern¬ 
ment and standards of conduct were ceasing to apply. They 
looked back witli regret to the stable feudal order of the early 
Chou, in which there had been an accepted code of /i, 'rites’, 
'manners’, regulating on the one hand the relations of lord and 
vassal, father and son, on the other the service of Heaven, of 
mountains, rivers, and other natural plmnomena, and of ancestral 
spirits. This traditional way of behaving was the ‘Way of the 
andent kings’, and the recovery of the 7 aQ or Way became the 
central theme of Chinese philosophy. 
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The Chou tradition survived best in the small state of Lu, 
originally the fief of the duke of Chou, brother of the king Wu 
(? 1027-? 1025 B.c.) v^ho established the dynasty by overthrow¬ 
ing the preceding Shang. Lu was the home of Confucius, the 
first Chinese known to have gathered disciples and set himself up 
as a teacher of the Way. Confucius, like Socrates and Jesus, is 
known to us only by later reports of his sayings, and like them 
has an individual and impressive voice which sounds through the 
records even when we are least certain of their authenticity. He 
conceived his mission as purely conservative, to be the guardian 
and restorer of the deteriorating culture and manners of Chou, 
‘a transmitter and not an originator, trusting in and loving the 
ancients’ ’ His collected sayings, the Analects, give us glimpses 
of him overwhelmed by his first hearing of an ancient piece of 
ceremonial music on a visit to the state of Ch‘i, and scandalized 
when the governing family of Lu usurps the prerogatives of the 
Chou emperor by using eight rows of dancers in a rite and by 
performing the sacrifice on Mount T‘ai. A striking illustration 
of his conservatism is his attitude to the growing tendency of 
rulers to counter the decay of unwritten custom by codifying 
laws In 513 B.c the state of Chin inscribed its laws on a tripod. 
‘The people will look to the tripod’, Confucius objected. ‘What 
reason will they have to lionour the nobles ? And what special 
function will there be for nobles to guard ? Without degrees of 
noble and mean, how can one govern a state 

But if the decay of the li impresses Confucius with the im¬ 
portance of conserving them, it also forces him to reflect on 
their significance ‘In applying the rites’, he says, ‘harmony is to 
be valued most By the way of the former kings it is this which 
is most honoured, and followed in all matters great or small. But 

’ Analects vii. i. Cf. A Waley, The Analects of Confucius (London, 1938). 
Although quoted passages are identified through references to published 
translations, the versions which appear in this chapter are my own. 

- Cf J Legge, The Chinese Classics, vol. v (Hong Kong, 1872), p. 732. 
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it cannot be applied everywhere. It cannot be applied by har¬ 
monizing from a knowledge of harmonj% without regulating 
according to the rites.’ This shows Confucius both clinging to 
the traditional manners and seeking a principle behind them 
which can be iiscd in the increasingly numerous cases where they 
cannot be directly applied. The main work of Confucius, al¬ 
though he did not know’ it himself, was quite original, the de¬ 
velopment of a conception of moral goodness ijeii) and of the 
gentleman (chun-lzu, literally ‘lord’s son’) which he supposed to 
be implicit in the poetry, ceremonies, and music of the early 
Chou, and wdiich was to dominate the moral consciousness of 
China from the victory of his school in the second centurj’ b.c, 
down to the present cenrur)'. ‘If a man is not good’, he asks, 
‘what do rites matter? If a man is not good, what does music 
matter?’ Confucius is the discoverer for China of the Golden 
Rule and of the principle that love for others is the basis of 
morality: 

When Fan CI»‘ih asked about the good man, the Master answered: 
‘He loves others.’ 

Wliat you do not like yourself do not do to others. 

The good man wishing himself to stand helps others to stand, wishing 
himself to arritc helps others to arritc; the ability to recognize the 
parallel to one’s own case may be called the secret of goodness.' 

This conception of the basis of morality, developed into 
a doctrine of universal love, became the central tenet of the 
earliest rivals of the Confucians, the Mohist school founded by 
Mo-tzu (f. 480-r. 390 B.C.). iMo-tzu's leaching survives in a 
series of treatises on his characteristic doctrines, most of them 
preserved in three versions apparently derived from different 
branches of his scliool. ‘Tlie sage’, rite treatise on Universal Love 
begins, ‘is one whose business it is to govern the Empire. He can 
govern it only if he knows from what source disorder arises, he 
See Analects 1.12, iii, mi. Z2 and 2, and ni. 2S for the above quotations. 


32 Philosophy and Religions Thought 

cannot govern it if he does not; he is like a physician curing a 
man’s sickness, who can cure only if he knows from what source 
the sickness arises ’ If we examine the types of disorder, we find 
that all derive from lack of mutual love. ‘Disloyalty of minister 
to ruler and son to father is what one calls a disorder. Sons love 
themselves more than their fathers, and therefore deprive their 
fathers to benefit themselves; and younger brothers do the same 
to elder brothers and ministers to rulers.’ All other disorders, 
oppression by rulers and fathers, robbery, sedition, aggressive 
war, have the same source, loving oneself more than others, and 
the same cure, mutual love. ‘If we regard father, elder brother, 
and ruler as we regard ourselves, what scope shall we have for 
disloyalty ? ... If we regard other men’s houses as we regard our 
own, who will steal ? If we regard other men’s persons as we 
regard our own, who will do violence ?’ 

Laid down in these uncompromising terms, the principle 
which for Confucius gives meaning to the traditional conven¬ 
tions turns into a weapon against these conventions. Confucians 
always accused Mo-tzu of outraging filial piety by teaching sons 
to love other people’s parents as much as their own. It is not likely 
that he went as far as this, but certainly he was a fierce critic of 
various customs which Confucians counted among the major 
duties. The Mohist Economy in Funerals points out that de¬ 
fenders and critics of mourning customs both appeal to ancient 
authority, and proposes this test for judging between them: ‘If 
fine funerals and prolonged mourning can really enrich the poor, 
increase population, replace peril and disorder by safety and 
order, then they are good and right, and a duty for loyal sons’, 
but otherwise they are not. Since extravagance in mourning 
wastes goods, interferes with productive work, and damages the 
health of mourners, this test is sufficient to discredit it. It is 
objected: ‘If fine funerals and prolonged mourning are really not 
the Way of the sage kings, why is it that gentlemen through¬ 
out the civilized world nev'er fail to perform and uphold them f’ 
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Mo-tzu answers that ‘Tliis is what one calls “mistaking the 
familiar for the suitable and the customarj’- for the right” and 
points out that barbarous peoples are equally convinced of the 
rightness of customs which horrify the Chinese. 

But if a custom is wrong, who is to reform it ? The people with 
effective power were the rulers of the states, who had progres¬ 
sively won themselves complete independence from the Chou 
emperor and full autliority within their territories, rather in the 
manner of tlie despots of sixteenth- and seventeenth-century 
Europe. For Confucians there was still a traditional Way which 
the rulers and the emperor liimself were morally obliged to 
follow. But Mo-tzu affirms the independence of rulers from 
exexy autltority e.vccpt the will of Heaven, which they can dis¬ 
cover by listening to him. In his view people accept a ruler with 
the purpose of escaping the primitive anarchy in which each 
man has his own idea of right, and they achieve this purpose 
only by ‘conforming to those above’, subjects taking their judge¬ 
ments of right and wrong from the ruler and the ruler from 
Heaven, Another issue on which Mo-tzu supports the new abso¬ 
lute monarchs against feudal institutions is the question of‘the 
advancement of worth and employment of ability’. The essay 
Advancement of Worth recommends that men be appointed to 
high office on grounds of personal wortli alone, irrespective of 
wealth, rank, family, and conne.vions, even if they are peasants 
or craftsmen. 

The saying? of Confucius never show him defending a position 
b}* consecutive argument. This is as one would expect; lie is the 
interpreter of a code not yet openly questioned although in¬ 
creasingly disregarded in practice, and is not aware that there 
are novelties in his interpretation. But Mo-tzu has opinions of 
undisguised originality on many political, moral, and practical 
topics, and the pressure of controversy forces him to give rea¬ 
sons. According to tlie essay Against Fatalism^ ‘One must set up 
criteria. Affirming something without criteria is like marking 
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East and West on a turning potter’s wheel.’ There are three such 
standards for judging an opinion: ‘On what should one base it? 
Base it on the past deeds of the ancient sage kings. By what should 
one test it ? Test it by examining what nowadays the eyes and 
ears of ordinary people find real. What use is it ? Apply it in ad¬ 
ministration and obsen^e whether it benefits the people of the 
civilized states.’ 

Applying these criteria, Mo-tzu disproves fatalism by quota¬ 
tions showing that the ancient kings disbelieved in it; by the 
absence of witnesses who have seen or heard this being called 
Destiny; and by the moral dangers of supposing that one’s con¬ 
duct w’ill not affect one’s fortune. It is the last consideration 
w'hich counts most with Mo-tzu. He cares only for theories wdth 
practical consequences, and his first concern is wEether the con¬ 
sequences are beneficial or harmful He accepts the authority 
of the ancients without resen'e, but he also finds a pretext for 
ignoring it wiicnever it conflicts with his utilitarian test. Con¬ 
fucius had appealed to a genuine tradition, that of the Chou 
Dynasty at its prime, which he considered greater than the earlier 
Hsia and Shang. Mo-tzu is the first to take advantage of the 
fact that little was known about the institutions of the earlier 
dynasties. ‘You model yourselves on Chou and not on Hsia’, he 
remarks to the Confucian Kung Meng. ‘Your antiquity is not 
antiquity at all.’ The essay Against the Conjucians defends in¬ 
novation explicitly; ‘The Confucians say: “To be a good man a 
gentleman must assume the opinions and dress of the ancients.” 
My reply is that wdiat we call ancient opinions and dress w'ere all 
new' once, so that the most ancient of the men who expressed 
these opinions and wmre this dress w'cre not gentlemen. Is it 
suggested that to be a good man one must assume the opinions 
and dress of the ungentlcmanly ?’* 

' The above quotations from the Mo-tsu may be compared tsith Y. P. Mel, 
The r.tbtcal and Political Works of Motse (London. 1929), pp. "S, 80, 124, 1 3 -) 
■>83) -33' “"‘I 203 . 
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There is a further difference between Confucianism and 
Mohism whidi is surprising at first sight. Mo-tzu’s ultimate 
sanction for moral conduct is reward and punishment by 
Hc.ncn and the spirits. He tlicreforc insists on the personality of 
Heaven and the existence of spirits. Confucius had always put 
aside such topics, as irrelevant to the conduct of ordinary life; 
he recommended ‘respect for the spirits while keeping them at 
a distance’, and dismissed an inquiry about death with the 
question: ‘Until you understand life, how can you expect to 
understand death?’’ Throughout most of its history Confu¬ 
cianism has combined dogmatism concerning rules of govern¬ 
ment and conduct, and mcticulousncss in dress and manners, 
with the utmost latitude on such trivial questions as whether we 
survive death and whether Heaven is a personal God or im- 
j5ersonal power or, in neo-Confucianism, a principle of order 
running through all things. Mo-tzu, arguing wtli a certain 
Ch‘cng-tzu, accuses the Confucians of calling down the -wrath 
of Heaven and the spirits by maintaining that ‘Heaven is without 
consciousness and the spirits are not divine’; and he indicts Kung 
Meng for the contradiction of holding both that spirits do not 
exist and that it is a duty to sacrifice to them.- The latter posi¬ 
tion, held for example by Hsun-tzu in the third centurj" b.c., 
has never seemed self-contradictory to Confudans. My father’s 
spirit may or may not ex-ist; the important point is that my per¬ 
formance of the rite should fully express the reverence due to 
him. Confucius himself is described in the Aiiakctsz% ‘sacrificing 
to the spirits ns though the spirits were present’.^ 

Why is it the traditionalists wlio on tliis issue take the side 
of scepticism ? Part of the answer is that Confucianism, being 
a refinement of the accepted aristocratic code, needs no sanc¬ 
tion except ,the,self-respect of the man who does not vrish to 
be shamed before his peers. The aristocrat’s sense of fitness is 

» Anahits n. :o and xi. ji. ' = Cf. .Mci, op. dt., pp. 236-7. 

* Analects lu. 12. 
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independent of religion and may clash with it, as happened in 
Christian Europe over such issues as duelling and amorous in¬ 
trigue. Mo-tzu, preacher of a new morality, threatens offenders, 
not with the contempt of neighbours who are more likely to 
agree with the Confucians, but with the anger of invisible be¬ 
ings whom he presumes to agree with himself. Psychologically, 
this is the shift from shame to guilt. Mo-tzu’s attitude, rare in 
China, resembles that of the great religions of Western Asia, 
Judaism, Christianity, and Islam. But unlike the prophets of 
these religions he does not claim any personal mission or revela¬ 
tion from the spirits. The essay Explaining the Spirits is a 
rational demonstration using Mo-tzu’s three criteria; spirits 
exist because the ancient sages said they do, because many 
people have seen them, and because people behave better if they 
think that the spirits will punish their sins. It is interesting that 
the Chinese Communists, coping with the same task of convert¬ 
ing the masses to a new and rationalistic moral code, have 
resorted to the apparatus of guilt, confession, repentance, and 
forgiveness which successive generations of Christian missionaries 
had failed to implant in the ‘shame culture’ of traditional China. 

Mo-tzu’s method of criticizing accepted morality in terms 
of the resulting benefit and harm was a weapon which could 
be used in other hands for other purposes. In the fourth cen¬ 
tury B.c. we find people beginning to use it to defend the 
claims of private against public life. The struggle for power, as 
war between the states increased in frequency and savagery, 
was becoming murderously competitive; just why, people were 
beginning to ask, do we take it for granted that wealth and 
power are worth the perils of contending for them ? The con¬ 
viction grew that external possessions, which are replaceable, are 
less important than the safety and health of one’s body, which 
is not. The individualists flattered themselves that they had 
risen above the vulgar infatuation with wealth and power to a 
truer understanding of benefit and harm; but both Confucians 
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and Mohists treated them as shirkers too selfish to serve the 
community by taking office. The most famous individualist, 
Yang Chu (r. 350 b.c.), has left no authentic writings. He seems 
to Iwve held tltat no one should injure his body, even by the loss 
of a hair, for the sake of any possession, even the whole empire; 
but his enemies seized on the implication that he would not take 
the opportunity to benefit the whole empire by good govern¬ 
ment at the least cost to himself. A fragment surviving in a late 
book, Lieh-tzu {c. a.d. 300), shows us Yang Chu debating with 
Mo-tzu’s disciple Ch‘in Ku-li, w'ho embarrasses him by pressing 
liim to say whctlier he would give a hair to benefit the whole 
world, A disciple recovers the offensive by forcing Ch‘in Ku-li 
to admit that, in spite of the chance to do good, he would not 
accept a state in e.xchange for the loss of an arm. 

The corrosion of traditional morality by the utilitarian test 
provoked a Confucian counter-attack from Mencius (c. 390- 
f. 305 B.C.). Mencius, like Confucius, is a conservative who ex¬ 
pects a restoration of the institutions of Chou to cure all ills; he 
remains a believer in hereditary rank, and approves of promot¬ 
ing social inferiors only in cases of e.xceptional merit. He abhors 
the utilitarian test, and in the verj’' first episode of his book we 
find him protesting when a king asks him for something which 
will profit his country; ‘Why must Your Majesty speak of profit ? 
I have nothing for you but goodness and right.’, In the con¬ 
text of his time this amounts to a refusal to expose Confucian 
morality to any rational test whatever. Y’^et the rival schools were 
pulling Confucians into controversies which gave them no choice 
but to prove themselves better reasoners than their opponents. 
When, for example, a certain Hsu Hsing asserts that rulers 
should plough the land tvith their subjects, Mencius argues in 
detail that division of labour and exchange of products is to the 
good of .all, and that those who work with their minds deserve 
to be fed by those who work with their hands. However much 
hlencius hates appeals to utility,'hc cannot escape the necessity 
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of showing that the restoration of Chou institutions will indeed 
benefit the community. Confucius, when asked how to rule a 
state, ad\ ised the use of the Hsia calendar, the Shang coach, and 
the Chou ceremonial cap; in the same position, Mencius recom¬ 
mends lenient punishments, low taxes, and no forced labour at 
times when workers are needed on the land. 

The type of Mohist argument which condemns wasting on 
one’s father’s funeral goods w'hich could be better used in the 
service of the community merely convinced Confucians that 
utility is one thing and morality quite another, and so opened 
the way to a kind of moral intuitiomsm. Mencius, with his 
contemporary and rival Kao-tzu, is among the first Chinese to 
turn attention inwards, lo consider moral feelings as well as 
moral conduct, and to raise the question whether morality is 
internal or external, the product of nature or of training. Kao- 
tzu defined human nature as ‘the inborn’, identified it with 
hunger and sexual desire, and pronounced it morally neutral. 
But the Confucian vietv that everything outside out control is 
the w'ork of Heaven, a benevolent even if impersonal power, 
leads Mencius to the conclusion that human nature is good, and 
that we can discover whether a course of action is good by 
looking inside ourselves. He insists that the feelings developed by 
moral education are present in us without our being taught 
them. ‘Now if anyone suddenly notices a child about to fall into 
a well, he will ha\e a feeling of alarm and distress. It is not that 
he expects it to win him favour with the child’s parents, or 
praise from friends or neighbours; nor does it come about 
because he dislikes a bad reputation.’• 

Tow'ards the end of the fourth century b.c. the virtuosity of 
debaters of the rival schools began to breed sophists interested 
in argument for its own sake. The only surviving waitings of the 
sophists are some essays ascribed to Kung-sun Lung {c 320- 
c 250 B.C.), of which all but one are of doubtful authenticity or 
' Mencius, la i, and Ila. 6 Cf. J. Legge, The Chinese Classics, vol. ii. 
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interpretation. The c.xccption is a demonstration in dialogue 
form that ‘A wliite horse is not a horse’, a piece of pure sophistry 
which assumes that ‘A white horse is a horse’ affirms identity 
and not class membership. Among sayings known by quotation 
the most interesting are a set of ten ascribed to Hui Shih (late 
fourth centur}' b.c.), of which the last is: ‘Love the myriad things 
indiscriminately; heaven and earth arc one body.’ The preceding 
nine are paradoxes evidently designed, like Zeno’s, to prove that 
the universe is one body by showing that it is self-contradictory 
to make divisions. We can make guesses of varying plausibility 
as to the nature of Hui Shih’s arguments. Spatial divisions lead 
to the paradoxes that the universe both must be and cannot be 
infinite (‘The South has a limit and has no limit’) and that a 
quantity is an aggregate of its smallest parts, which however 
being infinitely small w-ill add up to nothing (‘What has no bulk 
cannot be accumulated, but its size is a thousand miles’). Tem¬ 
poral divisions imply moments at whidi the sun is both at noon 
and declining and at which the dying arc botli still alive and 
already dead (‘The sun is declining when it is at noon, a creature 
is dead when it is alive’), and entitle me, if I cross the frontier 
between two countries at the moment between one day and the 
next, to say both that I left there today and that I reached here 
yesterday (‘I go to Yiich today and arrived yesterday'’). 

Philosophers reacted in opposite w'ays to the sophists, by 
a total disillusionment with reason or by a new' logical rigour. 
The greatest Chinese anti-rationalist is the Taoist Chuang-tzu 
(c. 365 ~f. 290 B.C.), a friend and critic of Hui Shih. The argu¬ 
ment of Hui Shih that all distinctions inr olve self-contradiction 
comes dangerously near to discrediting analjiic reasoning al¬ 
together, and Chuang-tzu takes this further step. His Treating 
Things as Equal denies the consistency of affirming even that all 
things arc one, with an argument used at almost the same time 
b}-^ Plato in the Sophist:* “The mjTiad things and I make one”— 
With them already making one, can I still say something? But 
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having called them one, have I avoided saying something ? One 
and the words make two, two and one make three. . . 

The fruitless debates of Confucians and Mohists, each side 
starting from its own unproved premisses, lead Chuang-tzu to 
an uncompromising relativism. Ever}'- doctrine is right from 
one standpoint and wrong from another, just as ‘this’ at one 
position is ‘that’ from another position. If you and I disagree, 
no third party can judge between us because he will have 
authority only for one side, -will need another judge to judge 
himself, and so on indefinitely. Chuang-tzu’s scepticism arises 
from disputed questions of value, but makes no distinction be¬ 
tween these and questions of fact. Trenting Things as Equah)xC)\ws 
throughout the shock of the discovery, stupefying to those who 
first made it, that a name has only a conventional relation with 
a thing. ‘Speech is not blowing wind,’ says Chuang-tzu, ‘it is 
about something; it is simply that what it is about is not fixed. 
Is it really about something or never about anything ? If you 
think it is different from the twittering of chicks can you or 
can’t you show the difference ?’ There is no need of sophistry to 
prove that a horse is not a horse; it is a horse if you choose to 
name it so, not if you give the name to something else. A curious 
dialogue between Hui Shih and Chuang-tzu shows the latter’s 
extreme relativism, gives an interesting glimpse of Hui Shih 
proving a point, and illustrates how the Chinese language some¬ 
times gives an argument a twist difficult to catch in English 
translation: 

Chuang-tzu and Hui Shih were strolling on the bridge above the 
Hao ‘The dace swim out in their free and easy way,’ said Chuang-tzu, 
‘you can tell that the fish are happy.’ 

‘You are not a fish. Hotv [literally “From where”] do you know the 
fish are happy ?’ 

‘You are not me How do you know' that I do not know that the fish 
are happy r’ 

‘Not being you, admittedly I do not know you; all the more obvious 
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then that you, tvho are admittedly ito fish, do not know whether the 

^'"‘Let us'go back to where tte started You said; “fram where do you 
know the fish are happy?” You questioned me already knowing that 
I knew it. I knew it from up above the Hao.’* 

Hui Shih plays according to the rules, Chuang-tzu kicks over 
the board. But his last reply is more than a stupid pun. He sees 
in the use of the word 'where* an admission that a request for 
reasons is merely a request to define the standpoint from which 
a judgement is the right one. The stroke of wit at the end is a 
way of saying that an intellectual position is as arbitrary as a 
position in space from which some things are ‘this’ and others 
‘that*. 

Chuang-tzu’s relativism commits him to rejecting tradition 
without any of the hfoMsts’ reservations. Times change, what 
was good for our ancestors is not good for us. But this contempt 
both for reason and for ancient authority does not imply despair 
of finding the Way; on the contrary his destructive criticism is 
inspired by the conviction that it is self-consciousness, analysis, 
and conformity with conventions which separate us from the 
Way. Chuang-tzu is deeply interested in types of ordinary be¬ 
haviour which thinking inhibits and types of knowledge which 
cannot be verbally expressed. A player winning while the stakes 
were low pauses to think when the stakes are raised, and loses 
his knack; a uoman discovers she is beautiful and ceases to be 
beautiful. Hitting on the Way is a skill like swimming or hand¬ 
ling a boat or catching insects with a rod and line. We can no 
more pat it into words than an old carpenter can explain to his 
son how to use a chisel neither too fast nor too slow. Chuang-tzu 
guides us towards the development of this dexterity by humour, 

* For the above quotations from the Cbumg-tzu cf. H. A. Giles, Cbuans 
Ip'll? second cd , rev. (London, 1926}, 
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poetry, aphorism, and parable, using reason only to discredit 
reason. 

In taking this position, Chuang-tzu is among the originators 
of the new conception of the Way or Tao which has come to be 
known specifically as ‘Taoism’. This conception implies insight 
from another direction into the distinction which a European 
might describe as that between laws of nature and moral laws. 
Heaven and Earth pursue a consistent course through the cycles 
of the seasons and of the heavenly bodies, a Way which earlier 
thought had never distinguished from that prescribed for man, 
and which later Confucianism was to moralize even more e.x- 
plicitly, seeing Heaven’s kindness in the growth of spring and 
justice in the destruction of autumn. But the Taoist sees this 
order as indifferent both to our morality and to our selfish 
ambitions, althougli he still conceives it as in some way prescrip¬ 
tive, obliging us to side with it against morahty and ambition. 
The author of the Tao te chtng, who wrote perhaps a little earlier 
in the fourth century b.c , shared Chuang-tzu’s assumptions 
about the Way but drew different practical conclusions. His 
brief collection of aphorisms expresses in bald paradoxes a 
complicated pattern of insights into the contradictions between 
the aims and results of action. One of its focal points is the thesis 
that ‘Reversion is the movement of the Way’; whatever grows 
stronger arrives at a point from which it declines into weakness. 
The ordinary ruler strives to perpetuate strength, and to force 
other things out of their courses into his own. ‘The Way of 
Heaven takes from those with too much and adds to those with 
too little. The way of man is otherwise, it takes from those with 
too little in order to make a present to those with too much.’ 
The sage ruler on the other hand ‘does nothing’ {wu-wei), takes 
the side of weakness instead of strength, acts against a rising 
power only at the earliest stage before it gathers strength, and 
otherwise yields until the trend turns in his favour. This is a 
strategy of government like that of Japanese judo wrestling. 
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which it later inspired. It implies that the Way is outside the 
ruler, whose relation to it, as explicitly paradoxical as every 
other aspect of tire book’s many-sided thought, is to use it for 
his own ends by renouncing those ends; ‘It is because he has 
no selfishness that he can make his selfishness succeed.’' What 
Chuang-tzu teaches, on the other hand, is the ordered spon¬ 
taneity of the mystic and poet, in the perfection of which human 
action accords with the Way like the natural processes of Heaven 
and Earth, because it is itself a natural process undisturbed by 
reflection. His audience, like Yang Chu’s, consists of those who 
wish to live their own lives free from the cares of office, and he 
offers a mystique where Vang Chu could offer only reasons for 
thinking that the behaviour he advocated was sensible. 

The threat of sophistry on the one hand and irrationalism on 
the other c.xcited the Mohists of the third century b.c. to a 
closer examination of the definitions of words and the validity of 
arguments. Earlier thinkers had defined moral terms and such 
controversial terms as ‘human nature’; the later Mohists defined 
*air (‘none not so’) and ‘some’ (‘not all’), ‘duration’ (‘filling 
different times’) and ‘c.xtcnsion’ (‘filling different places’). One 
section of the Mohist camns distinguishes different senses of 
ambiguous words, obsen-ing for c.xamplc that ‘same’, a word 
which had been used treacherously by philosophers who denied 
the \ alidity of all distinctions, can mean ‘identical’ or ‘belonging 
to one body’ or ‘associated in place’ or ‘of a kind’. The same sec¬ 
tion distinguishes three kinds of names, ‘all-inclusive*, ‘classify¬ 
ing’, and ‘proper’: 

Tiling’ is all-inclusi\c,- any object must get this name. The naming 
‘horse’ is classifving, for what is like the object one must use this name. 
The naming ‘Tsang’ is proper; this name is confined to this object. 

The answers of the later Mohists to the arguments of other 

' Tflo U chxng, chs. 40, 77, and 7. Cf. A. Waley, The Way and in Paxser 
(London, 1934). 
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schools have a subtlety and precision no doubt anticipated in the 
lost writings of the sophists, but unprecedented in the extant 
literature. To the argument that it cannot be a duty to love all 
men since the Jiumber may be infinite, they reply: 

If men do not fill the infinite the number of men is finite, and there 
is no difficulty about exhausting the finite; if they do fill the infinite the 
infinite is exhaustible, and there is no difficulty about exhausting the 
infinite. 

In passages which seem to be concerned with Chuang-tzu’s 
thesis that from one point of %'iew aU statements are right and 
from another all wrong, they object that ‘treating all statements 
as mistaken’ and ‘rejecting rejection’ are both untenable, since 
in the first case ‘If this man’s statement is admissible it is not 
mistaken, so there are admissible statements’, and in the second 
case ‘If “rejection is to be rejected” cannot be rejected, he is not 
rejecting rejection.’ 

One late Mohist essay, the Hsiao-chSi, is entirely devoted to 
distinguishing between types of sound and unsound argument. 
Its theme is that statements can look perfectly parallel and yet 
not be. ‘Inquiring about a man’s illness is inquiring about the 
man; disliking the man’s illness is not disliking the man. A man’s 
ghost is not a man; your elder brother’s ghost is your elder 
brother.’ This deceptive parallelism often leads us into fallacies. 
Thus it is common to confuse sequences of these, three kinds: 

(i) ‘A white horse is a horse; riding a white horse is riding a 

horse.’ 

(ii) ‘Her younger brother is a handsome man, loving her 

younger brother is not loving a handsome man.’ 

. (iii) ‘Cockfights are not cocks; liking cockfights is liking cocks.’ 

Mohists are wrongly derided as sophists for claiming that, although 
robbers are men, killing robbers is not killing men. (Their motive 
was no doubt to reconcile execution of robbers with universal 
love; we could make the point differently by saying that one can 
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kill someone as a robber while loving him as a man.) The claim 
seems sclf-cOntradictory bccanse people assume that it belongs 
to the first class. But it belongs to the second: 

Having too many robbers is not h.iving too many men, hai ing no 
robbers is not having no men.... The world agrees on this But if so, 
there is no more doubt that although robbers are men, loving robbers 
is not loving men, not loving robbers is not not loving men, killing 
robbers is not killing men.* 

The pressure of competition with other schools, which had 
forced Mencius into public debate, drove Hsiin-tzu (izgS- 
1238 B.c.) to a much more thorough rationalization of the Con- 
fucian position. Although still defending Chou institutions and 
the prime importance of //, ‘rites’, ‘manners’, he no longer fol¬ 
lows Mencius in insisting, for example, on hereditarj'- privilege. He 
freely uses the phrase ‘advancement of worth and employment 
of ability’ as though forgetting its Mohist origin, and explicitly 
favours degrading unworthy men of high birth and promoting 
worthy commoners. A more basic point is that he tacitly accepts 
what Mencius denied, the Mohist principle that the value of 
institutions is subject to the test of utility. Hsun-tzu’s case for 
traditional forms and ceremonies is that they do benefit the 
people. All men desire more than they can get, and arc protected 
from destroying each other only by rules which lay down clearly 
who is to defer to whom, subject to ruler, wife to husband, 
younger to elder. His objection to Mo-tzu is simply that he 
overlooks the utility of degree. 

Hsun-tzu is the first and last Confucian to accept the Taoist 
thesis that Heaven and Earth follow a Way which is indifferent 
to the desires and the ideals of men. But he sees that this Way 
imposes no obligation on us to follow it; it is a neutral order 
which the sage studies for the sake of ordering society' in the way' 

* These passage* from the Mo-tzu arc not included in hlei's translation, 
bat the chapter* from which they are taken arc discussed in H. Maspero, ‘Notes 
sur 3 * logique de Mo-t$eu et de son £cole’, T'oung Pao (192S), pp. 1-65. 
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wliich will take most advantage of the seasons of Heaven and the 
resources of Earth. The ‘Way of the ancient kings’, he says, 
consists of‘rites and duties’, and ‘is not the Way of Heaven nor 
the Way of Earth; it is what man takes as his Way, what the 
gentleman takes as his Way’. One consequence of this is that 
Hsun-tzu can no longer accept the faith of Mencius that the 
nature implanted in us by Heaven must be good. ‘Man’s nature 
is bad,’ he declares, ‘and the good in him is artificial.’ His opinion 
IS that our nature consists of desires which lead to contention if 
given free play; it is not quite that they are evil, as understood 
in the Christian doctrine of Original Sin, but that they share the 
amorality of all the natural forces which the sage manipulates 
for the benefit of man. ‘Someone asks: “If man’s nature is bad, 
from what were rites and duties born ?” The answer is that all 
rites and duties were born from the sage’s artifice and were not 
originally born from man’s nature. . . . The sages thought them 
out step by step, drilled themselves in artificial habits, and so 
brought forth rites and duties and established laws and measures.’ 

Hsiin-tzu’s Correct Use of Names considers the relation be¬ 
tween names and objects already discussed by the later Mohists. 
If a thing keeps the same place although changing in appearance 
there is one object, more than one if there is similarity of ap¬ 
pearance but difference of place. The mind, which knows the 
passions directly, knows objects through the five senses, and finds 
them similar or different in varying degrees. Similar objects are 
given the same name, which may be of any degree of generality; 
we may distinguish ‘animal’ and ‘bird’ or call both ‘thing’. 
Names are conventional, appropriate if‘the convention is fixed 
and the usage becomes settled’. (The shock of this discovery had 
by now worn off.) Sentences are complex names; ‘The sentence 
puts together the names of different objects in order to convey 
one idea.’ Errors fall into three types: 

(i) ‘Confusing names by misuse of names’, refuted by showing 
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that a name does not fulfil its purpose of distinguishing the 
similar from the different. (Among his c.'tamplcs: ‘Being insulted 
docs not disgrace’, ‘Killing robbers is not hilling men ’) 

(ii) ‘Confusing names by misuse of objects’, refuted by 
•examining the facts. (Example: ‘There arc few genuine [not 
artificial] desires.’) 

(iii) ‘Confusing objects by misuse of names’, refuted by 
arguing from something acknowledged. (Example; ‘A [white] 
horse is not a horse.’)* 

An attack on a certain Sung Hsing (fourth centur)- n.c.) in 
another essay, the Treatise of Corrections, refutes in detail errors 
of the first two classes, although unfortunately not of the third. 
It rejects ‘Being insulted docs not disgrace’ on the grounds that 
the sages used ‘disgrace’ in two senses, soci.il and moral, and that 
Sung Hsing has no right to use it only in the latter sense; it 
rejects ‘There arc few genuine desires’ on factual grounds. 

Down to the tliird centurj’ b.c. many rulers continued, with 
remarkable patience, tolisten to philosophers who travelled from 
state to state teaching them how to become emperor of a re¬ 
united China—Confucians who recommended reversion to an 
irrecoverable past, Mohists and other moralists who, although 
more alive to changed conditions, persisted in preaching univer¬ 
sal love and the wickedness of aggression against neighbour 
states. But at the very end of the great period of Chinese 
philosophy a school appeared which adHsed rulers to pursue 
pow'er undistracted by moral considerations. This was the 
Legalist school which culminated in Han Fci (died 233 b.c.), a 
former ,disciple of Hsun-tzu. Han Tci argues that moral con¬ 
siderations can outweigh self-interest only for a minority, and 
lead to good government only under the occasional sage; on the 
other hand a consistent code of rewards and punishments, acting 
directly on men’s interests, will ensure good government except 

’ The above quotations from the Usutt-tzu m.ir be compared -Kith H. H. 
Dubi, 7 bt U'orh cf Jhixtzr (London, 1938), pp. 96, 301. 303, 2S6, and 290. 
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under the occasional tyrant. His explicitly amoral reasoning 
brings him, remarkably enough, to a conception of law which 
accords closely with Western ideas of justice. The ruler should 
reward and punish, promote and dismiss, by comparing his 
subjects’ deeds with his own commands and prohibitions as 
objectively as though he were weighing on a balance, without 
favouring or sparing even those closest to himself It is a system 
which, although it left a deeper mark on Chinese institutions 
than could ever be officially acknowledged, offended the Con- 
fucians’ conwction that duties are primarily to those connected 
with oneself by family, office, or friendship, as well as their dis¬ 
like of using the harsh methods of law for anything which can 
be settled by custom and precedent. The Legalists are new also 
in sometimes, although not always, plainly acknowledging that 
their teaching is not that of the ancient sages. They have ad¬ 
vanced from Chuang-tzu’s general observation that times change 
to noticing connexions between social forms and social changes. 
Han Fei notes that a man can have five children and live to 
see twenty-five grandchildren, and that the moral appeals of 
the ancient sages, which may have been effective in a smaller 
community, no longer work with a large population competing 
for limited natural resources The Legalist Book of Lord Shang 
distinguishes three phases of organization as population has in¬ 
creased, a primitive anarchy, growth of moral conventions to 
control increasing competition, and finally division of land and 
goods and separation of the sexes, requiring the development of 
government to ensure that each keeps his place. 

The state of Ch‘in, which patronized Legalism, completed 
the conquest of all other states and the reunification of China 
in 221 B.c. Under the Ch'in Dynasty and the succeeding Han 
(206 B.c.-A.D. 220) a new and stable social system consolidated 
itself, the old hunting and fighting aristocracy with hereditary 
fiefs giving way by degrees to a centralized bureaucracy, seden¬ 
tary and.bookish, recruited to an increasing extent by public 
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examinations which in later centuries were gradually opened to 
almost the whole population. In spite of the practical success of 
Legalism its rutliless amorality made it unsuitable as a public 
ideology^ and from the second century b.c. the Han Dynasty 
earned itself the blessing of the ancient sages by patronizing the 
Confucian school. Confucianism remained for two thousand 
years the official philosophy, adapting ivith remarkable success 
the old forms to new realities. The great creative period of 
Chinese tliought was now over. Taoism was the only survivor 
among the riv.Tl schools, becoming, until it was overshadowed 
by Indian Buddhism, the favoured philosophy of those who 
preferred private to public life. For the next two thousand years 
nearly all new developments outside Buddhism occurred within 
these two schools, culminating in the neo-Taoism of the third 
and fourth centuries a.d. and the nco-Confucianism of the Sung 
D)'nasty. 

The Han Confucians, led by Tung Chung-shu (?I79- 
f 104 B.C.), pursued the new ideal of rooting Confucian moral and 
social categories in a cosmology developed by seeking symmetries 
in natural phenomena. One basis for such speculation was the 
concept of .active and passive agencies, the Yang and Yin, which 
underlie .all pairs of opposites, movement and rest, light and 
darkness, male and female. Another -was the theoty of the five 
elements, eanh, wood, metal, fire, water, each with a counter¬ 
part in other schemes, the five colours, five sounds, five smells, 
five tastes. A third ts-as the system of ditination by broken and 
unbroken Knes arranged in eight trigrams and sixty-four hexa¬ 
grams, preserved in the Booh of Changes, an early Chou manual 
of dirination which the Confucians expanded with appendices. 
(The numcric.al calculations used in constructing these diagrams 
by the sorting of milfoil stalks inspired a number mj^sticism of 
the kind which the Pythagoreans derived from music.) This kind 
of thinking had very' ancient origins; its most famous early 
practitioner, Tsou Y'en (r. 305-r. 240 b.c.), had e-xplained the 
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rise and fall of dynasties by a cycle in which each clement yields 
in turn to another, and predicted that the Chou, activated by 
the element fire, would have a successor activated by w-atcr, the 
element w'hich extinguishes fire. The later Mohists rejected this 
cycle, protesting that ‘there are no regular ascendancies among 
the five elements. . . . Fire melts metal when there is more fire, 
metal uses up the charcoal tvlien there is more metal.’' Unlike 
the earliest Greek philosophers, the prc-FIan thinkers of China 
took little interest in cosmology, although such concepts as the 
Yin and Yang w'cre circulating in some of the schools by the 
third century n c. The basic motive of the Han interest in cosmo¬ 
logy was perhaps to reunite the cosmic and the moral orders 
severed by the Taoists and Hsun-tzu; they were able to con¬ 
nect the five Confucian virtues with the five elements, and the 
mutual duties of ruler and minister, father and son, husband and 
wife, wdth the relation between Yang and Yin. 

Some have suggested that it is characteristic of the West to 
think abstractly and analytically and of China to think con¬ 
cretely in symmetrical patterns.^ But the kind of thinking which 
arranges elements and colours in schemes of five, relates fire 
plausibly to red, earth to yellow, and wood to green, and fills the 
spaces by fitting metal to white and water to black, how'ever 
important it may be in astronomy, alchemy, and medicine, is 
rare in philosophy of the classic.al period, and later is quite 
secondarj' in neo-Confucianism; on the other hand it has been 
common in the proto-science of Europe and elsewhere. The 
artificiality of such constructions derives of course from the 
thinker imposing by his owm classifications the symmetry w'hich 
he seems to discover; when precautions are taken against this 
danger it is still respectable to think in the same w'ay, for e.x- 
ample, to infer the properties of an unknowm clement from its 
place in the atomic senes. It may be noticed that by this test 

' Cf. M.i'spero, op. cit. 

^ Cf. M. Granet, La Pensee chtnoise (Paris, 1934) 
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the Yin and Yang make a sounder concept than the five ele¬ 
ments. No one could discover that elements, colours, sounds, 
smells, and tastes each amount to exactly five u-ithout having 
strong preconceptions about the appropriate number to find, 
and such a connexion as between water and black is quite 
arbitrar)'; but in the presence of a new pair of opposites, above 
and below, hot and cold, hard and soft, even a Westerner can 
often guess that the former should be Yang and the latter Yin. 

A thousand years after the Han Confucians the competition 
of the Indian metaphysics introduced by Buddhism excited 
Confucians to build systems of a new kind, metaphysical rather 
than proto-scientific. This was the work of the neo-Confucian 
movement which culminated in Chu Hsi (a.d. 1130-1200). In 
the new systems the basic stuff of the universe is cPt, ‘breath’, 
‘air’. The cPi is continually expanding and contracting, like 
breathing out and in; in its active outgoing phase it is the Yang, 
in its passive ingoing phase the Yin. Things condense out of the 
f/j*/ and dissolve back into it; and life depends on activation br 
the breath inside us, which is purer, free-moving cPi inside the 
dense, inert ch'i of the body. 

_ Neo-Confucianism took over from Mahayana Buddhism the 
Indian assumption that behind the multiplicity of the universe 
there is a unifpng principle present within man as his inner¬ 
most nature. (Taoism, it must be noted, had never identified 
the W’ar with the innermost self.) According to Chou Tun-yi 
(5017-73) is the Supreme Pole { 7 ‘ai-chi}, from which the 
Yin and Yang arc continually growing. According to Chang 
Tsai (1020-77) it is the Supreme Void lT‘ai-hsii, more literally 
‘Supremely tenuous’), the perfectly tenuous ch‘t out of which 
concrete things condense. According to the brothers Ch'eng 
Hao (1032-85) and Ch‘eng Yi (1033-1107) it is It, ‘arrange¬ 
ment’, ‘organization’, ‘ordering’ (a word distinct from although 
probably related to It, ‘rites’, ‘manners’). This last is the con¬ 
ception which triumphed, although Chu Hsi incorporated Chou 
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Tun-yi’s system into that of the Ch'engs by identifying the 
Supreme Pole with h. Fully developed neo-Confucianism is a 
dualist system, positing on the one hand the primal breath out 
of which things solidify, on the other hand a structural principle 
which organizes each thing down to the minutest detail and at 
the same time unites all in one order—^in the words of Ch'eng 
Yi, 'the myriad h go back to one h'. From the point of view of 
man, li is moral principle, which he can discern inside himself to 
the extent that the density and impurity of his chH do not 
obscure his vision. Thinking in these terms, Ch'eng Yi arrived 
at a new and for Confucians final solution of the problem of 
human nature, good according to Mencius, bad according to 
Hsun-tzu, mixed, neutral, or varying with human types accord¬ 
ing to nearly all thinkers of the intermediate thousand years. 
The basic nature of man is his /i, which is good. Mencius was 
therefore right; the philosophers who disagreed with him were 
confusing the basic nature with the endowment of chH at birth, 
which gives a man his personal characteristics and which varies 
in quality from person to person. 

Since li is both inside and outside us, in which direction shall 
we look for it ? This is the central issue which divides the neo- 
Confucian schools. According to a secondary tradition which 
begins with Ch'eng Hao and culminates in Wang Shou-jen 
(1472-1528), the explorer of li has no need to look outside him¬ 
self. But when neo-Confucians borrowed from Buddhism the 
form of a metaphysic of the One and the Many, they were 
extremely anxious to empty it of its mystical content; their goal 
as Confucians was not release from the deceptions of the senses 
but moral action within the world perceived by the senses. Ac¬ 
cording to the doctrine of Ch'eng Yi and Chu Hsi, orthodox 
until the present century, we discover li by the ‘Investigation of 
Things’. We arrive at it by pondering over the Confucian 
Classics, considering historical persons and events, handling 
practical problems, also perhaps sparing a little time for 
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astronomy or natural history; at first we grasp only disconnected 
facts and rules, but in due course wc discern regularities in the 
rise and fall of dynasties and in the moral injunctions of the 
sages, until finally all the li reveal themselves in their interrela¬ 
tions. The orthodox school, which saw the taint of Buddhism in 
any suggestion that U arc comprehensible in detachment from 
the external objects, actions, and situations to which they be¬ 
long, was itself accused of Buddhist tendencies by a later neo- 
Confucian school led byTai Chen (1723-77). Tai Chen insisted 
that since U is merely the structure of concrete tilings, even to 
treat li and cPi as mutually dependent but separate is to fall 
into the error of postulating another world transcending the one 
perceived by the senses. 

The nco-Confucians conceive li as both natural and moral; the 
difference between these, understood in the third century b.c., 
had been forgotten since its denial by the Han Confucians. 
They reconcile their world-order with that of the documents 
of the sages by identifying h with the old concepts of Heaven 
and the Way. But the novelty of their position is not, as they 
liked to believe, a matter of terminology. Hon ever conscious 
older thinkers might be of using such words metaphorically, in 
the last resort they had thought of ‘Heaven’ as a poiver ivhich 
‘decrees’ events, and of the ‘Way’ as a path along which one 
walk's. But //, a term already prominent in the neo-Taoism of 
the third centurj' i.n., is a regularity from which one makes 
inferences, fui-li (‘extend the /»’), a plirasc wliich has become 
the modern compound word for ‘deduction’. In redefining the 
ancient terms in relation to /j, tlic Ch*eng brothers and Chu Hsi 
presented the order of tlie cosmos as a rational order. But the 
reasoning which concerned them, it must be emphasized, is 
moral and practical diinking. For them the orderiiness of the 
cosmos discredits the moral relativism of Taoism and Zen 
Buddhi'ira; it guarantees that there are fixed moral standards, 
and constant principles in human affain by means of which the 
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sage knows how to apply these standards with practical success. 
The neo-Confucians were quite uninterested either in logical 
problems or m the detailed working out of their systems as 
intellectual structures. They ignored the logical inquiries of the 
third century b c , as well as the Indian logical treatises trans¬ 
lated by the Buddhists. Few of them even left consecutive 
expositions of their systems, which have to be reconstructed 
from remarks in commentaries on the Classics and from sayings 
recorded by their disciples; the textbooks which perpetuated 
the philosophy are simply anthologies of this material, for the 
most part quite undigested. They did however take a limited 
interest in one kind of inquiry outside human affairs, the ex¬ 
planation of natural phenomena. Ch'eng Yi noted that ‘there 
are It in every tree and every herb, which must be looked into’. 
Chu Hsi noticed that fossil shell-fish found in mountains show 
that places which are now dry land were once under water, and 
took the resemblance of mountains to waves as proof that the 
cPt of the earth was once in a fluid state. 

If we can make any safe generalization about the whole of 
Chinese philosophy, it is that interest has always centred in 
human needs, in the improvement of government, in morals, 
and in the values of private life. Philosophers haA’^e seldom 
shown much concern for truths which sen^e no obAuously useful 
purpose Their thinking, however mysterious it may sometimes 
seem when we miss its underlying assumptions, impose on it pre¬ 
conceptions of our own, mistake its problems, and grapple with 
it through corrupt texts or defective translations, is of the same 
sort as our OAvn moral and practical thinking. It is the kind of 
thought least conquerable by logicians, too complex to be laid 
out in all its interrelations even when it concerns the most tri\'ial 
everyday matters; when we try to convince someone else we 
can only pick out key phases in our thought in order to guide 
him in the same direction, and try to fill the gaps when he 
refuses to make the same leaps, but AAUthout hope of achieA'ing 
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full logical rigour. The Chinese, like Europeans who arc exclu¬ 
sively interested in action or in contemplative c.xpcrience, have 
tended to distrust too logical thinkers who insist on filling all 
gaps, seeing them as triflers with unimportant questions and 
gross simplifiers of important ones; even such a considerable 
abstract thinker as Hsiin-tzu often warns his readers against 
wasting their time on logic-chopping without practical issue. 
The Cliinesc have been much more impressed by the opposite 
c.xtreme of intelligence, the aphoristic genius which guides 
thought of the maximum complc-vity tvith the minimum of 
words, of which the Tao ic ching presents one of the world’s 
supreme e.xamples. It seems likely, although no one yet has 
even clearly identified tlie elusive problems involved, that this 
general indifference to logical problems is somehow connected 
with the structure of the Chinese language. In Indo-European 
languages word-inflection forces us to think in categories, such 
as thing, qualitj', and action, past, present, and future, singular 
and plural, the muddles and inconsistencies of which show us 
that the forms of thought present difficulties as well as its con¬ 
tent; but in Chinese words arc uninflcctcd and their functions 
marked only by particles and by word-order, so that there is a 
much more complete illusion of looking tliroiigh language at 
reality as though through a perfectly transparent medium. 

It was the pressure of public debate after the breakdown of 
Chou which for some two centuries forced philosophers towards 
a logical rigour which they quickly abandoned w'hen the crisis 
passed. This was the single period before the present centurj' in 
which rapid social change undermined all accepted principles of 
government and standards of conduct. The competing schools 
with their contradictory solutions at first shared a nominal 
allegiance to the ancient sages, an allegiance which soon proved 
to be empty and w-as at last openly repudiated. Competition 
therefore forced them to seek rational tests of indisputable 
validity, beginning with Mo-tzu's crude formulations at the 
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end of the fifth centurj’-, ending with the precise definitions, 
theories of names, rules of reasoning, and classifications of falla¬ 
cies of Hsiin-tzu and the later Mohists. There can he no ques¬ 
tion that the Chinese, like the Greeks, and only a little later, 
did throw open the whole of their fundamental beliefs to the 
test of reason, although in their case this huge intellectual 
adventure did not initiate a lasting tradition of rationalism. 
With the stabilization of Han society a commonly admitted 
code of standards again took shape. From this time, funda¬ 
mentals being no longer in dispute, the Confucian and Taoist 
Classics assumed a nearly scriptural authority for the ttvo sur¬ 
viving traditions, which sometimes clashed and sometimes inter¬ 
mingled, as much complementary as contradictory, one adapted 
to public and the other to private life. A. C. Graham 


{h) BUDDHISM IN CHINA 

The vast field of Chinese Buddhism has long been a terra 
mcognita even to the average Sinologue, and the information 
available to the general public has consequently been scarce and 
fragmentary. Chinese Buddhism did not share in the general 
interest aroused by the Western discovery and subsequent 
popularization of Indian Buddhism which dates from the pub¬ 
lication of Sir Edwin Arnold’s Light of Asia nearly a century 
ago. Its influence on our culture cannot be compared with that 
of Confucianism, which stirred the imagination of European 
thinkers as early as the seventeenth century, or of philosophical 
Taoism, which in certain Western circles has long been extolled 
as the quintessence of Oriental wisdom. It is true that one 
branch of Chinese Buddhist thought—the remarkable doctrine 
of the Ch‘an or ‘Meditation’ school—^lias in recent times come 
to exert a considerable influence on Western intellectual life. 
But it is symptomatic that it has been popularized in Japanese 
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version?, nnd lienee is generally known by the Sino-Japanesc 
name of Zen. 

Tliis lack of attention has its historical reasons. In the first 
place Western observers never had the opportunity to meet 
Oiinese Buddhism as a strong and creative religion. When in the 
late sivtcenth century the first Jesuit missionaries entered China, 
the interest of the cultured elite had long since shifted from 
Buddhism to the revived Confucianism, which had obtained its 
classical formulation in the twelfth centur)' and in Ming times 
had been elevated to the rank of an official state doctrine. Of all 
the early Buddhist schools only a few survived; Buddhism as an 
organized religion had degenerated and had gradually been 
reduced to the despised creed of the lower classes. At that level 
it had ahead)' merged with countless indigenous cults, the re¬ 
sult being a mongrel popular religion in which Buddhist ele¬ 
ments had been amalgamated almost to the point of losing their 
identity. Hence it is not surprising that the first impression of 
Chinese Buddhism which Europe obtained through the \vritings 
of the Jesuit Fathers was highly unfavourable. Their condemna¬ 
tion of the Buddhist creed as superstitious ravings, and of the 
Buddhist elerg)' as a pack of ignorant outcasts, was not merely an 
echo of tlie contempt expressed by the Confucian literati to 
whom the missionaries deliberately conformed, but was also 
inspired by holy indignation.* The Buddhist cliurch, with its 
gorgeous ritual, its clergy, processions, tonsure, celibacy, chant¬ 
ing of scriptures, rosaries, fasting, and masses for the dead, bore 
such an amazing resemblance to the outward forms of the 
Roman Catholic church that the early Fathers could not but 
regard it as a mocker)’ of Christianity itself, derised by Satan in 
order to delude mankind. In any case these early descriptions 

* See. for example, the dc'cription gj\cn br M.nttco Ricci (1553-1610) in 
Ins dian, Fcrtt Rtcoar.e (cd. b\ Pasqualc M. d’Cha), vol 1 (Rome, 1943), 
pp. 135-6, English trandation (from Trigault’s Latin ’.erdon) by L. J. 
Gallagher, Cbiri in the Stxteerib Century (Xen York, 1953!' P?- 09-101. 
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served to discredit Chinese Buddhism in Western eyes for cen¬ 
turies, and later observers had little inclination and, in fact, 
little reason to praise it. 

A second factor, which is of the greatest importance, is the 
fact that Buddhism, in the totality of Chinese culture, has 
always been a more or less marginal phenomenon. China 
actually never was a ‘Buddhist country’ in the proper sense of 
the words. In China, Buddhism never played the role of a 
dominating creed, a central religious and philosophical tradition, 
comparable to Christianity or Islam. Even at the time of its 
greatest vitality and prosperity—in the early T‘ang period— 
Buddhism, both as a doctrine and as a clerical institution, had to 
bear up against the overwhelming power and prestige of the 
Confucian tradition. The latter had for centuries dominated the 
world-conception of the upper class of scholar-officials, and at 
the same time it had gradually spread, by innumerable channels 
of indoctrination and oral tradition, throughout the masses of 
the population. Confucianism was collectivistic; as it regarded 
the family as the base of state and society. It was paternalistic 
and authoritarian, since it imposed upon the ruler, the ‘father 
and mother of the people’, the duty to control the activities of 
all his subjects. It was based on the assumption of the absolute 
superiority of the Chinese way of life, and tended to brand all 
foreign religions as barbaric, immoral, and even subversive. It 
was, moreover, an essentially pragmatic and secular doctrine, 
seeking, in this world and in this life, to fuHil its ideals of stability, 
hierarchical order, and harmony both in government and in all 
human relations It is clear that Buddhism by its very nature was 
bound to come into conflict with this prevailing ideology. Since 
Buddhism propagated the ideal of a personal salvation, involving 
celibacy, the monastic life, and the severing of all family ties, it 
challenged the very foundation of Confucian social ethics. The 
Buddhist clergy regarded itself as an unworldly body, free from 
the obligations due to the secular powers (including the duty 
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to perform corvee labour and to pay taxes), and not liable to 
government supervision. It bore the stigma of its foreign origin, 
and never quite succeeded in proving its non-subversive nature. 
Finally, it pursued aims of a metaphysical order—^Enlighten¬ 
ment, Nin'ana, Buddhahood—which on account of their ab¬ 
stract and ‘impracticable’ nature did not rank high in Confucian 
evaluation.^ 

This conflict between Buddhism and Confucianism, or, at the 
institutional level, between the Buddhist church and tlie Con¬ 
fucian state, is a constant and extremely important factor in the 
whole historj’ of Buddhism in China. At best, there was a kind 
of coexistence, Buddhism sendng as a metaphysical complement 
to the social and political teachings of Confucianism. Periodi¬ 
cally, however, the tension discharged itself in violent persecu¬ 
tions. Buddhism w'as, generally speaking, tolerated rather than 
e.xtollcd. In order to survive, it had to adapt itself, and it did 
so in various waj’s. In the course of time this process of adapta¬ 
tion gave rise to various highly characteristic and distinctively 
Chinese forms of Buddhism, some of which have flourished for 
several centuries, producing an amazing wealth of scliolastic 
literature. In this ‘digested’ form, Buddlu’sm for a certain 
period (of which the early T‘ang is the culminating point) 
influenced many aspects of Chinese culture, notably in the fields 
of art, belles-lettres, and popular religion. How'cver, it cannot 
be doubted that Buddhism in the long run succumbed to the 
pressure of the secular powers and their ideology'. Economically, 
tljc power of the church was broken by tlie great persecutions of 
the middle of the ninth century'. Doctrinally', it w'as undermined 
by the powerful Confucian revival of tlie Sung period. Like 
Christianity in early' Ch‘ing times, or like any' other foreign 

’ For the early history of the ten'ion between the Buddhist church and 
the Chinese secular authorities, both at the doctrinal and at the institutional 
lesei, see E. 20 rcher, The BuJdkist Cenguat oj China (Leiden, 1959), espe¬ 
cially ch. 5. 
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religion for that matter, Buddhism was not able to penetrate 
into the hard core of the central Confucian tradition. 

At this point it may be useful to mention a few basic tenets 
of Buddhism, before turning to the impact of these ideas on 
Chinese thought, and to the elaboration which they underwent 
in various schools of Chinese Buddhism. 

Buddhism starts from the basic assumptions that suffering is 
an integral part of all transitory existence; that the motive 
power of existence (and hence of suffering) is desire in all its 
forms, including desire to bc\ and that the only way of escaping 
from suffering is the utter destruction of desire. Various forms 
of mental and bodily exercise, notably the practice of intense 
mental absorption known as ‘trance’ or ‘meditation’ {dhyana), 
may prepare the way towards this goal, but final emancipation 
is actually reached by an act of transcendent understanding, a 
realization of truth which is beyond rational thought. Unlike 
other systems of personal salvation. Buddhism most emphatically 
denies the existence of a permanent ‘self’, a lasting ‘soul’, in 
man. The individual is merely a bundle of visible and invisible 
elements which is born, suffers, dies, and after death is again 
integrated into a similar complex of material and psychic ele¬ 
ments. It is held together by desire, the most deadly form of 
which is the desire to exist as an individual, i.e. the desperate 
belief in the reality of a permanent ‘ego’. In fact, nothing exists 
as a lasting entity; all elements of the pseudo-personality arc 
constantly changing, being subjected to the universal process 
of causation. This is closely connected with the concept of retri¬ 
bution: each act {konnan), whether mental, oral, or bodily, 
produces a seed which moves along with the human compound 
through successive lives, until it meets an opportunity to de¬ 
velop; then the act is rctributed. This process must go on for 
ever, unless it is broken off by the force of Enlightenment, 
resulting in the elimination of desire, which is denoted by the 
word ‘extinction’ {nirvana). The end of the karmic process does 
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not coincide with physical death; the emancipated one may 
continue a residual existence in the body for many years, but 
since lie lias destroyed the roots of karvian he can be reborn no 
more. 

The way to salvation is long and difficult. It implies moral 
training and strenuous exertion, both bodily and mental, which 
must preferably be practised by leading the ascetic life in the 
seclusion of the monaster}'—life of uninterrupted religious 
practice, subjected to countless rules of bodily and mental 
discipline, and shielded from all disturbing influences. The 
monastery was, in fact, the basic centre of religious life, wherever 
Buddhism was introduced. There never was a unified Buddhist 
church under the supervision of one central clerical authority; 
in China, as in India, it consisted of many different monastic 
communities, growing up in relative isolation from each other, 
and dispersed over an enormous and cver-e.xpanding territory. 
This led to the rise of different schools and sectarian trends, 
one of tvhich (probably about the first century b.c., perhaps in 
southern India) developed into a truly revolutionary movement, 
creating its own pseudo-canonical scriptures, and professing to 
be the full revelation of Truth, superior to that of the older 
schools: the ‘Great Vehicle’ (piahayana) leading to emancipa¬ 
tion. hlah5y.ana rejected the ‘radical pluralism’ of the other 
schools, which had regarded the individual and the world at 
large as conglomerations of elements ■vrithout questioning the 
re.ility of these elements themselves. Instead it taught that no 
clement, concept, or phenomenon is cither e.ristent or non¬ 
existent. By means of a destructive dialectical analysis it showed 
that nothing can ever arise, remain, or pass away; there is neither 
cause nor result, neither being nor non-being. Things merely 
c.xist at the ]c\'cl of ‘conventional truth’, in relation to each 
other. At the level of absolute Truth everything—including 
even sucli concepts as Niirana and Buddhahood—is ‘empty’, 
devoid of identity, homogeneous, and therefore inconceivable 
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and beyond all thought and verbal expression. Emancipation 
itself is also an illusory process, because at the level of absolute 
Truth everj'thing is already merged in ‘emptiness’, and therefore 
permanently released in Nirvana The world of illusion and the 
Absolute are one and the same, but this supreme fact cannot be 
understood by rational thought, but must be realized by a kind 
of mystic self-identification with universal ‘emptiness’.^ 

A later (probably fifth century a d.) development of Mahayana 
thought was the doctrine of‘Consciousness-Only’, which taught 
an extreme form of subjective idealism. All distinctions, all 
duality, all phenomena, are no more than products of the 
mind, illusory impressions caused by deluded thought. The whole 
process of karman and causation is mental, being the result 
of defilement of the fundamental ‘Storehouse-Consciousness 
which in its pure state is identical with the Absolute (Nirvana, 
Buddhahood) and therefore impersonal and eternal. By a process 
of mental training this consciousness has to be purified from all 
emotions and impressions; then Emancipation is reached. We 
may conclude that both the school of ‘Emptiness’ and that of 
‘Consciousness-Only’ had formulated the concept of an all- 
pervading Absolutum, utterly inexpressible by word or thought, 
the universal ‘Buddha-nature’, which is both immanent in, and 
at the same time somehow identical with, the world of transitory 
phenomena. Salvation is reached by a mystic insight into this 
fundamental unity and identity, rather than by the painstaking 
observance of ascetic discipline.^ \0XO\C) 

Another important Mahayana concept is that of the Bodhi- 

’ For the scholastic development of the scriptures and treatises of the school 
of universal ‘Emptiness’ see Edward Conze, The Prajnaparamtta Literature 
(The Hague, i960). For a philosophical treatment of its teachings the reader 
may be referred to T. R. V. Murti, The Central Philosophy of Buddhism 

(London, 1955). Jodhpui Umversity Libra£:y 

* The development of the doctrine of ‘Consciousness-Only’, especially in 
China, is excellently treated by Fung Yu-lan (tr. D. Bodde), A History of 
Chinese Philosophy (Princeton, 1953), vol. ii, pp. 299-338. 
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sattv.n, a ‘Being destined to Enlightenment’, a future Buddha, 
h'lah.tyana affirmed the existence of innumerable Buddhas who 
are <:imHlt3neouslf active in all parts of the universe, and some 
of thc'c Buddhas became in the course of time objects of adora¬ 
tion on a par with the historical Buddha Sakyamuni. How¬ 
ever, apart from these majestic powers there were innumerable 
Bodhisattvas, superhuman beings of infinite wisdom and com¬ 
passion who, et en if they could reacli Buddhahood and Nirvana 
if they wished, voluntarily maintained their existence for the 
sale of suffering mankind, manifesting themselves on all planes 
of existence. Since the Bodhisattva fully realizes the illusory 
nature of all phenomena (including his oxvn self), he is immune 
to all worldly influences: he knows that he moves in a world of 
shadows, an imaginary sax iour who feigns to save phantoms from 
non-c.xisting dangers. But such ideas belonged to the realm of 
philosophy. To the majority of simple beliex'crs the Bodhisattvas 
were great and powerful guides, nearer to mankind than the 
Buddhas, and therefore fitting objects for xvorship and devotion. 
Just as the schools of‘Emptiness’ and ‘Consciousness-Only’ with 
their penetrating analvsis of all phenomena and their huge mass 
of scholastic elaboration appealed to learned doctors and clerical 
scholars, so the Bodhisattva-doctrine gave rise to many popular 
cults, in xvhich xve find a striking development of devotion- 
alism. 

Although the clerical organization remained roughly the same 
for most Buddhist schools, in Mahayana Buddhism the impor- 
t.mcc of the monastic x\-ay of life xvas somewhat diminished 
by the Bodhisatixa ideal xvhich alloxx'cd even laymen to reach 
Emancipation. In the Far East this even dex'eloped into a kind 
of self-ordination for laymen, knoxvn as ‘the Bodhisattva voxx'’. 
In general, Mahayana is characterized by a more liberal attitude 
towards the rules of the religious life, less* concern for doctrinal 
puritx* and dogmatism, and greater pliability and adaptability to 
other creeds and customs. This has on the whole been benefidaU 



64 Philosophy and Religious Pbought 

It paved the way for its acceptance in China, where, as we said 
above, adaptation was a primary condition of survival, and its 
conviction that one should help the world rather than merely 
abandon it enabled the Buddhist church m China to play a 
leading role in all kinds of charitable activities and social welfare. 
On the other hand, the more secular orientation of Mahayana 
has not infrequently resulted in the clergy becoming involved 
in corrupt practices, such as the acquisition of great material 
wealth, commercial transactions, financial speculations, and oc¬ 
casionally even military exploits. 

According to a famous story, the apocryphal character of 
which has only been recognized in modern times, the Han em¬ 
peror Ming (reigned a.d. 58-75) once dreamed that he saw a 
‘golden man’. When he was informed that this must be the 
foreign god named Buddha, he sent an embassy to India in order 
to obtain the sacred texts. After several years the envoys returned 
together with two Indian masters, for whom the emperor foun¬ 
ded the Pai-ma-ssu or ‘White Horse Monastery’ at the capi¬ 
tal Loyang. Thus the Good Law was introduced into China. 
Although this is no more than a pious legend, it may contain a 
memory of the existence of Buddhism at the time of the emperor 
Ming, for the first actual mention of Buddhism in reliable his¬ 
torical sources is connected with the activities of an imperial 
prince in northern Kiangsu, in the year a.d. 65. 

In actual fact it is not known when Buddhism entered China. 
In any case it did not come directly from India, but mainly from 
the oasis kingdoms of Central Asia where Buddhism, both of the 
Mahayana variety and of other schools, was flourishing about the 
beginning of our era. From there is must have filtered in slowly 
along the continental ‘Silk Routes’ which connected that region 
with Northern China. At first it must have lived on as a ‘bar¬ 
barian’ creed in the small colonies of foreigners in the capital and 
other cities: merchants, refugees, envoys, hostages From there 
it gradually spread among the Chinese population of the main 
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chics; for in its earliest phase Chinese Buddhism seems to liave 
been a distinctly urban phenomenon. The main centre of Bud¬ 
dhism in Han times was the capital Loyang. From a.d. 14.8 
onwards w'c find there a number of foreign missionaries: Par- 
tliians, Kushans, Sogdians, and also a few Indians, Wiatever 
we Imow of tliem is connected with the work of translating 
Buddhist te.xts into Cliinese—clear proof of the fact that 
Buddhism had started to spread among the Chinese, although 
there arc certain indications that even in the third century 
Buddhism was still largely a religion of foreigners. The immense 
translation activity remained a characteristic aspect of Chinese 
Buddhism for more than a thousand years. The foreign mission¬ 
aries seldom had a sufficient command of the Chinese language 
and script; on the other hand, very few Chinese Buddhists have 
ever mastered Sanskrit. The solution was found in the ‘transla¬ 
tion team’, the foreign master reciting the Indian te.vt (often 
from memor}') and making, mostly with the help of a bilingual 
intermediary, a crude preliminary translation, which was noted 
down and aftertvards revised and polished by Chinese assistants. 
In later times, such a joint enterprise occasionally assumed 
enormous proportions, involving hundreds of people. The first 
translations were rather primitive, and the range of subjects 
treated very limited. Much attention was given to the ancient 
Buddhist system of mental exercises called dhyana. Some of these 
practices outwardly resembled certain physical and mental 
e.xercises of the Taoists, and this no doubt largely contributed 
to the popularity of Buddhism in Later Han times, when Taoism 
was flourishing. 

Taoism as an organized religious movement (not to be con¬ 
fused with the philosopliical Taoism of the 7 ao te ching and 
Cbuang-tzu, the influence of whicli was limited to the cultured 
fVffe) probably originated in Later Han times. Its basic aim 
was to acquire bodilj’ immortalitj', to become an Immortal who 
led a life of everlasting bliss in an indestructible ‘astral body’. 

snsij r 
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Among the means to the attainment of this goal were drugs, 
complicated eubiotic exercises (including respiratory techniques 
and rules for sexual life), meditation and trance, the confession 
of sins, the practice of liberality, and frequent ceremonies of an 
ecstatic or even orgiastic nature In its earliest phase. Buddhism 
was probably regarded by the Chinese as another form of Tao¬ 
ism, so that by being grafted on to the Taoist tradition it 
could reach the Chinese population by indigenous channels; it 
has, indeed, been argued that in this respect the role of Taoism 
resembled that of the Jewish communities in the Roman em¬ 
pire through which early Christianity was propagated In later 
centuries when 7 'aoism, by appropriating Buddhist elements, 
had become an elaborate religious system with its own pantheon, 
a large body of canonical literature, and a monastic organization 
it became the rival of Buddhism rather than its partner. It even 
developed the theory that the Buddha had been nobody but 
a manifestation of Lao-tzu, who had preached to the Indian 
barbarians a debased form of Taoism which naturally should not 
have been reintroduced into China! In the course of time the 
Buddho-Taoist rivalry became another constant feature of Chi¬ 
nese religious history. Several persecutions were at least partly 
due to Taoist propaganda, and the persistence of the basic issues 
is shown by the fact this particular theory of‘Lao-tzu convert¬ 
ing the Barbarians’ can be traced in polemic literature from the 
earliest period right down to the thirteenth century. 

In any case, this kind of Buddhism, deeply influenced by 
Taoism and other indigenous beliefs, appealed to the masses 
rather than to the elite; it actually constituted the beginning of 
popular Buddhism, a mongrel religion which in innumerable 
local variations maintained itself in the lower strata of society 
till modern times. Before we turn to the more sophisticated 
products of Chinese Buddhist thought, let us first pay some 
attention to this broad undercurrent of popular religion.* 

* For the c.iriicst histor}’ of Buddhism in China, and its amalgamation with 
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At this lc\cl Buddhism became associated with all kinds of 
local cults and ceremonies, often of an cxorcistic nature. Both 
the use of magic formulas and the belief in the superhuman, 
miraculous powers of the saintly priest were part of the heritage 
of Indian Buddhism; in China they became amalgamated with 
e.xisting Taoist practices. In tlie growing body of Chinese 
Buddhist folk-lore Indian and Chinese elements were fused 
together: the identification of the Chinese dragon and the 
Indian vagn is a good example. The Mahay-lna concepts of the 
existence of many Buddhas, each with his owm paradisiacal 
‘Buddha-ficld’ in a certain part of the universe, and of the great 
and merciful Bodhisattvas gave rise to \arious important dc- 
\otional trends in popular Buddhism. Alaitrcya was worshipped 
as the Bodhisativa who will be the next Buddha to appear in 
this world, and his cult embraces some remarkable eschatologi¬ 
cal and messianic beliefs concerning the decay of the Buddhist 
doctrine in the present age of darkness and the glory of a new 
era under the guidance of Maitreya. It is well knowm that ana¬ 
logous messianic ideas periodically became prominent in the 
Taoist religion, and in that contc.xt not infrequently formed the 
‘revolutionary ideology’ of peasant uprisings. It is therefore not 
surprising that, at least from the fifth century onward, the cult 
of Maitrcia sometimes played a role in such popular seditious 
movements, and therefore came to be regarded by the authorities 
.IS highly subversive. Even more popular tvas the cult of the 
Bodlusattva Avalokitcsvara, who in Cliina, probably again under 
the influence ofindigenous folk-lore, came to be represented as a 
female figure, named Kuan-yin. He (or she) was believed to 
rescue from danger and distress, to presciwc from sin, and to 
bestow all kinds of happiness and prosperity. Kuan-yin was 
closely associ.ited with Amitabha, tlie Buddha of the Western 
Paradise, and was believed to lead the ‘souls’ of the believers to 

tilt indigenous Taoi*t religion, sec H. Maspero's masterlj essav s in Melanges 
sur les religwrs es t bis tone de la Chine, \ol i (P3^^, «95o). 
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that region of light at the moment of their death. There, in the 
‘Land of Bliss’ (Sukhavati), or, as the Chinese called this branch 
of devotionalism, ‘the Pure Land’ {ch‘ing-t‘v), they remain until 
the moment of their Nirvana, dwelling in perfect purity and 
unsullied happiness. The popular cult of Amitabha represents 
the culminating point of devotionalism and doctrinal simplifica¬ 
tion : the devotee simply surrenders to the grace of the Buddha, 
and salvation is not the result of mental and bodily discipline 
or metaphysical insight, but of faith in Amitabha’s miraculous 
power, expressed by a simple invocation of his holy name. 

The performance of ‘good works’ was held to yield happiness 
and material prosperity, either in this or in a future life This 
simple idea of karmic retribution led to the development of 
charitable activities, such as the distribution of food in times 
of famine, and of institutions like hospitals and orphanages. 
However, the Mahayana concept of ‘transferring merit’—the 
performance of pious works for the karmic benefit of other 
people—made it also possible to reconcile the traditional 
Chinese family cult with the Buddhist religion. This is most 
clearly manifested in the field of Buddhist iconography and archi¬ 
tecture, where we find innumerable dedicatory inscriptions 
recording the fact that images were made, or shrines were 
built, or holy texts were copied ‘for the benefit of our departed 
ancestors’. Even Buddhist monks, who were supposed to have 
cut off all family relationships, could in this way perform their 
ceremonial duties towards the family, in accordance with Con- 
fucian social ethics. This practice cut across class lines; like other 
aspects of devotional Buddhism it was a unifying force in the 
class-ridden society of medieval China. The rulers dedicated 
temples and monasteries; commoners performed the work of 
‘transferring merit’ on a more modest scale, and those who 
could not afford to do so individually would join hands and 
offer a simple votive image dedicated by a group of devotees. Of 
course these devotional practices were a powerful stimulus to the 
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development of Buddhist art, and to various kinds of technique 
and craft, one of which is of very great significance. The multipli¬ 
cation of sacred tc.vts was always regarded as a highly meritorious 
work until favourable karmic consequences, as is testified by 
numerous colophons on early hand-written copies. The urge to 
reduce the effort of copying and to increase the number of copies 
led in the eighth century a.d. to the discovery and rapid de¬ 
velopment of the art of printing. This Buddhist innovation, 
which was soon taken over by the secular authorities for other 
purposes, became a factor of decisive importance in the subse¬ 
quent history of Chinese culture. Another important by-product 
of popular Buddhism is found in the field of literature. Literary 
culture had for centuries been monopolized by the elite of 
scholar-officials, who used to compose their UTitings in the 
highly .artificial, formalized, and terse classic.al langu.agc, teeming 
with rare e.xprcssions and ciy'ptic allusions, which was far re¬ 
moved from the normal spoken language, and virtually unintelli¬ 
gible to the uninitiated listener. However, Buddhism, at least 
in its first phase, addressed itself not to the upper class but to 
the largely illiterate or semi-literate population; its texts were in¬ 
tended not to be read in the scholar’s studio but to be preached— 
in a more or less vernacular style—to the listening crowd, and 
its wealth of legend and edifying tales lent itself easily to literary 
clabomtion. Such popular Buddhist stories, sometimes accom¬ 
panied by pictori.al representations and music, actually formed 
the beginning of Chinese vernacular literature, which was to 
reach its full maturity in the great novels of Ming times. 

The popular and devotional trends of Chinese Buddhism 
outlined above sometimes attracted members of the cultured 
elite, but the latter were, generally speaking, more interested in 
the philosophical side of the doctrine. When, in the early fourth 
centuiy* a.d , Buddhism started to penetrate into these circles, 
its success was made easier by tliat fact that Confucianism w'as 
temporarily suffering a decline. In the medieval period, from the 
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fall of Han in a.d 221 to the reunification of the empire in 589, 
the political unity of China was lost; moreover, from 311 on¬ 
ward China was divided into two parts, the north being occupied 
by foreign rulers of proto-Turkish, proto-Tibetan, and other 
origin, whereas the south was governed by a series of feeble 
Chinese dynasties The breakdown of the Han empire had been 
accompanied by changes in the field of thought We notice a 
sudden revival of several non-Confucian schools, notably of a 
new brand of philosophical Taoism based on the Tao te cimtg, 
Cbunng-tzii, and the Book of Changes, named ‘Dark Learning’, 
and a new interest in abstruse metaphysical and ontological 
speculations From the early fourth century onward, Buddhism 
in its more philosophical aspects became closely associated w'ith 
this ‘neo-Taoist’ trend, and the amalgamation of the two gave 
rise to a very remarkable and highly sophisticated philosophy 
wdiich for centuries influenced the thought of cultured monks 
and laymen alike. According to neo-Taoism, all phenomena, all 
change and diversity, in sliort all ‘Being’, is manifested and 
sustained by a principle which is unlimited, unnameable, un¬ 
moving, one and undiversified, and which therefore is referred 
to as ‘Non-being’ The basic problem is the relation between 
this ‘fundamental Non-bcing’ and ‘final Being’ These do not 
form a pair of mutually exclusive opposites In the w'ords of the 
Tao te ching, ‘they emerge together, but have different names’, 
and the insight into this fundamental unity of the phenomenal 
wwld and ‘Non-being’ is, again according to the 'Tao te ching, 
‘the Mystery of Mysteries, the gate of all w'onders’.' It cannot 
be expressed in words, but is intuitively realized by the Sage in 
silent contemplation It is easy to see that the Mahayana doc¬ 
trine of ‘Universal Emptiness’, once it was introduced into the 
inner circle of literati, was almost predestined to merge with 
this indigenous doctrine of‘Emptiness and Non-being’.^ In the 

’ Tao te cbtiig, ch i. 

^ For the impact of Buddliist philosophical concepts on early Chinese 
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rcnilting In lirid Buddhist philosophy ccrtnin notions were de¬ 
veloped which persisted for many centuries, and eventually 
provided the pliilosophical background for the most characteris¬ 
tic product of Buddho-Taoist thought; the system of mental 
exercises and ‘shock-therapeutic’ techniques named Ch‘(jn in 
Chinese and Zen in Japanese. Among such notions ue may 
mention the idea that the Absolute, being inaccessible to 
rational thought, must be realized in a flash of spontaneous, 
intuitive insight; the concept of a ‘wordless doctrine’ as the 
means to convey the highest truth, all scriptural teachings being 
regarded as outward trappings or expedient means, useful at a 
certain stage but to be abandoned later; the use of the parado.x, 
the seemingly nonsensical statement, as a means to adumbrate 
the Truth; the emphasis on the contact with nature as a source 
of inspiration. The great scholar-monks Chih Tun (314-66) and 
Ilui-yiian (334-416) were among the first wlio e.xplained these 
ideas to the cultured public in terms of traditional Chinese 
thought. 

Anotltcr characteristic doctrinal development has been repre¬ 
sented since the late Middle Ages by what may be called the 
Chinese schools of scholastic classification, of which the T‘icn- 
t‘ai school, founded by Chih-i (531-97), was the most important 
(the school is named after the mountain in Chekiang where it 
had its main centre). Classificatot)- sv stems of this type were 
attempts to solve a problem, wliich became urgent when by the 
sustained efforts of scver.il generations a considerable part of 
Indian Buddhist literature had been translated into Chinese. In 
India this literature had been the result of organic growth, both 
temporally, as new texts evolved from or supplanted the old 
ones, and spatially, since tlic doctrine was div'crsificd in many 

thmiglit, and C-tpedally on ‘Dark Learning', see P, DcmieWllc, ‘La Penetration 
du Bouddhimic d.in< la tradition philosophiquc cfiinoise’, in Journal ofU'orld 
ll utory, vol. hi (Pari*. 1956); \V. Licbcntbal, Ti^ Bool of Chao (Peking. 1948); 
L. Zdreher, op. cit., especiallj eh. 3. 
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rival schools and sects throughout India and Central Asia. The 
Chinese, however, were not confronted with the doctrine in 
this way: to them, the temporal and spatial perspective was lost 
They had to base their opinions upon a bewildering variety of 
Mahayana and Hinayana scriptures, monastic rules, spells and 
charms, legends and scholastic treatises of different ages, regions 
and schools, which not seldom flatly contradicted each other. 
The integral transplantation of a whole Indian school to China 
(as happened with the ‘Consciousness-Only’ doctrine in the 
seventh century) is a comparatively late phenomenon. Thus the 
early Chinese Buddhist thinkers were forced to be eclectics by 
the circumstances under which the doctrine was presented to 
them, whilst on the other hand they felt the urge to preserve as 
much of the sacred ‘Buddha-word’ as possible. In this they were 
helped by the Mahayana concept of ‘expediency’: the idea that 
the Buddha in preaching the Law had adapted himself to the 
level of understanding of his hearers. Hence the scriptures and 
tenets of the other schools were not regarded as basically untrue 
or ‘heretical’, but rather as lower levels of truth, a partial revela¬ 
tion intended for those who were not yet ripe for the higher 
teachings of the Great Vehicle. 

As a result of these factors the various Chinese schools of this 
scholastic type concentrated upon the elaboration of compli¬ 
cated schemes in which all known scriptures were arranged in 
an allegedly chronological order, corresponding with various 
‘phases’ or periods in the Buddha’s teaching. They held one 
particular scripture to contain the final and complete revelation 
of truth, and arranged all other canonical texts in ascending 
order of doctrinal ‘purity’ around this central scripture, as ‘pre¬ 
liminary teachings’ which had merely served to prepare the 
minds of less advanced hearers. Thus the very important T'ien- 
t‘ai sect classified the canon according to a scheme of five phases 
of teaching, the whole culminating in the doctrine of the Lotus 
sfitra, which, according to this school, contained the ultimate 
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truth. In spite of their immense literary production, these 
schools liavc produced little of lasting value. 

The same tendency towards immense scholastic elabora¬ 
tion and theological hair-splitting characterized the idealistic 
‘Consciousness-Only’ school, wliich was propagated by the 
famous scholar and pilgrim Hsiian-tsang (602-64) and his 
disciples. This period—that of the Sui and T'ang Djmasties, 
589-907—was the golden age of Buddhism in China. Materially, 
the large monasteries flourished as never before, and the church’s 
economic power, based on large landownership and various 
forms of commercial and financial activity, gradually assumed 
dangerous proportions.' Temples and pagodas dotted the 
landscape. Chinese Buddhist pilgrims travelled to the ends of 
the known world; Chinese Buddhism had some influence in 
Tibet, and several of its sects were transferred to Japan. Bud¬ 
dhism profoundly influenced contemporarj^ art and literature; 
Cliincsc Buddhist sculpture, now fully emancipated from its 
foreign prototypes, followed its own lines of evolution. But in 
the realm of thought the most startling development did not 
take place in the powerful monasteries of tlie leading sects, but 
in the small groups of masters and disciples belonging to another 
movement, whicli, though inspired by many of the ideals of the 
earlier Buddho-Taoist trend mentioned above, was unique in 
the choice of the practical means by uhich it sought to realize 
these ideals. 

The origin of this Ch‘an or ‘Meditation’ school is obscured by 
legend.- According to later tradition it was introduced into 

• The economic activities of the Buddhist church in mcdiev.-il times are 
hriilnnUy dc'cribcd by J. Gernct in Les Asptcu icanamtques du Boitddbhme 
dans U socifu ckinaise du V* au K' stale {S,aigon, 1956) 

The literature on Ch'an (Zen) Buddhism in \\ estern languages is volu- 
minou*, but of very unequal quilitj. Tor the historical development of this 
school one ma^’ consult H. Dumoulin and R. F. Sasaki, Tie Dn-ehpment of 
Ctircst Ztn (Mew \oTk, 1053); j. Gcmct, ‘La Biogr.iphic du Maitrc Chen- 
houci dc IlO'tso, in Joumai Asiaiique (1951}; H. Dumouhn, 'Bodhidbarma 
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China around 520 by the Indian master Bodhidharma, after 
having been handed down by a succession of twenty-seven 
earlier Indian patriarchs, the first of whom was Mahakasyapa, 
the disciple of the Buddha. In fact, Ch‘an Buddhism was a 
purely Chinese phenomenon without any Indian counterpart or 
prototype. The final version of the list of ‘Indian patriarchs’ 
dates only from the tenth century, and even the figure of 
Bodhidharma belongs to the realm of hagiography rather than 
to that of history. Such pseudo-genealogical tables and tales 
about the prehistory of Ch‘an no doubt served to enhance the 
prestige of the new movement, and to defend it against the 
attacks of T‘ien-t‘ai and other sects which not unreasonably 
regarded it as heretical. On the other hand, Ch'an has always in 
later times attached the greatest importance to purity of trans¬ 
mission, with the doctrine being directly communicated from 
master to disciple, and to the codification of this transmission 
in tables indicating the filiation of masters in the various Ch'an 
sects. This practice may also hai'-e stimulated the attempts to 
extend the line of transmission into the past, to the time of the 
Buddha, and even to the Buddhas of past world-periods. 

As an organized movement Ch‘an appears for the first time in 
the seventh century a.d , around the time when it was split up 
into two rival groups: a northern branch led by the master 
Shen-hsiu (died 70Q, and a southern branch under Hui-neng 
(638-713). The northern branch, which was less revolutionary 

und die Anfange des Ch'an Buddhisinus, in Momimenta Ntppomca (195 0 > 
vol vii; for the doctrin.il aspects the reader may still be referred to the 
popularizing and somew hat over-enthusiastic accounts by D T Suzuki, espe¬ 
cially to his Studies III Zen (London, 1955) and his Studies in the Lankova- 
tara Sutra (London, 1930) Among the translations from Ch'an literature 
may be mentioned: J. Gernet, Eutretiens dn Maine de Dbydna Chen-houei 
de Ho-tso (Hanoi, 1949), W. Gundert, Bt-yan-lu^ Meister Tiian-zvu’s Nicder- 
scbrtft von der smaragdeuen Felsivand (Munich, i960), J Blofeld, 7 be Zen 
Teaching of Huang Po (London, 1958), and D. T Suzuki, Manual of Zen 
Buddhism (repr. London, 1950) 



Buddhism in China 7 S 

and still attached importance to the study of certain canonical 
scriptures, never became very prominent. The southern branch, 
which propagated the idea of‘Sudden Enlightenment’and em¬ 
phatically rejected all scriptural studies, became very popular, 
and in the course of time developed all those techniques and 
practice.s which are now commonly regarded as characteristic of 
Ch‘an as a whole. It attained great prosperity in the eighth 
centur)-, noi.ably through the actitdties of the famous masters 
Ma-tsu (died 7S8) and Shih-t‘ou (700-90). ibround that time 
the southern branch was already becoming diversified into 
v-irious schools or sects, often only distinguishable by subtle 
variations in doctrinal matters or teaching techniques. Two of 
these early schools, the Ts‘ao-tung (Jap. Soto) sect founded by 
Hsing-ssu (died 788) and the Lin-chi (Jap. Rinzai) sect of Huai- 
jang (677-744), form the main divisions in Japanese Zen. In 
the following centuries Cli‘an became cv'cr more diversified into 
countless ramifications of sects and sub-sects. 

Ch'an survived the great persecution of Buddhism in the 
mid-ninth century, wliich dealt a heavy blow even to non- 
Buddhisi religious communities in China. Tliat it could do so 
may have been mainly due to material reasons. As long as the 
7 '‘ang state was strong, it had been able to bear the enormous 
pressure evened upon the national economy by the great 
monasteries, with their large ta.v-frce domains and their expen¬ 
sive ceremonies. But from the middle of the eighth centur)’ the 
povverofthe dynasty had rapidly waned, and its attitude became 
k.ss tolerant. Anti-clcric.alism became stronger than ever, and 
in S45 led to a persecution on an unprecedented scale. More 
than 40,000 temples and shrines were confiscated and in most 
cases demolished, and 260,500 monks and nuns were secularized. 
J.atcr the clergy was allowed to grow again, but most schools, 
.ind the economic power of the Buddhist church as a whole, had 
suiTered a blow from which they never recovered. 

Ch*an could survive because, not only doctrinally but also 
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institutionally, it stood outside the main stream of Chinese 
Buddhism Around a.d. 800—some fifty years before the per¬ 
secution—the Ch‘an master Huai-hai had created the first 
monastic rules for the new creed, which thereby obtained its 
own characteristic form of organization Unlike the large 
monasteries of the traditional schools with their hundreds of 
monks, loosely bound together according to non-hierarchical 
principles, the typical Ch‘an community was small and strictly 
hierarchical. It consisted of a master surrounded by a number 
of disciples, whom he instructed personally and individually, 
and who led a life of extreme simplicity, strenuous mental 
exercises and equally exhausting manual labour, and strict 
discipline. 

Ch'an consciously departs from all other schools of Buddhism; 
it claims to contain the essential truth of Buddhahood and En¬ 
lightenment, and to provide the right method to reach that 
highest goal here and now; it justifies its claim by asserting that 
this ‘wordless doctrine’ of Ch‘an has been separately handed 
down, outside the normal scriptural tradition, from the Buddha 
himself via an unbroken succession of patriarchs down to the 
time of Hung-jen, and from then on to the present. Its basic 
doctrine is that the ‘Buddha-nature’, the principle of absolute 
Truth and Enlightenment, and hence of Emancipation in the 
Buddhist sense, is immanent in ourselves and can be realized 
by meditation and introspection under the guidance of an en¬ 
lightened master. It does not attach importance to scriptural 
studies or scholastic reasonings, since the essence of Truth can 
neither be expressed in words nor reached by rational means All 
this is aptly summarized by the four ‘slogans’ which are tra¬ 
ditionally attributed to Bodhidharma himself: ‘A direct refer¬ 
ence to the mind of man’; ‘Realization of Buddhahood by 
looking into [one’s own] nature’; ‘A separate tradition outside 
the [normal] doctrine’; ‘No reliance on [scriptural] texts’ 

Two fundamental attitudes play an important role in Ch‘an 
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Buddhism: the irrational and the iconoclastic. Both had their 
roots in the indigenous tradition of philosophical Taoism and 
neo-Taoism, the amalgamation of which with Mahayana 
Buddhism had, as we said above, given rise to a hybrid Buddho- 
Taoist trend of thought since medieval times. In Ch‘an 
Buddhism, however, the irrational and iconoclastic tendencies, 
which have always been clearly obscn’able in Taoism and 
potentially present in Mahayana Buddhism, have been driven 
to extremes. Mahayana Buddhism had indeed taught that 
rational thought is unable to perceive the Absolute, but it 
had never propagated the use of the irrational, the seemingly 
nonsensical or bizarre, as a preparation for Enlightenment. 
IMahayana Buddhism had stressed the relativity of all scriptural 
teachings as 'expedient means’ or inadequate expressions of 
Truth, but it never advocated that they be discarded altogether. 
In these respects Ch'an is much nearer to the spirit of Taoism 
with its anti-ritualism, its cult of the bizarre, and its outspoken 
aversion from all book-learning and literary culture. It is there¬ 
fore understandable that Ch'an has sometimes been character¬ 
ized as ‘the Chinese reaction to Buddhism’ rather than as a part 
of it. If we prefer to treat it as an integral part of Chinese 
Buddhism—in fact, as the most typically Chinese expression of 
Buddltism—^it is mainly because the basic aim of Ch'an, as of 
Mahayana Buddhism as a whole, is the experience of Enlighten¬ 
ment and Emancipation, concepts which even in their Chinese 
formulation are definitely not inspired by any Chinese creed. 

Another concept of the greatest importance is that of‘Sudden 
Enlightenment’, which was the object of discussions of learned 
monks and laymen as early as the fifth (or perhaps even fourth) 
century a.»., long before it became the basic assumption of 
Ch-an Buddhism. If, as is taught by the Mahayana doctrine of 
‘Universal Emptiness’, at the level of the highest Truth all 
phenomena, all duality, all distinctions are effaced, including the 
distinctions between the world of suffering and Nirvana, or 
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between delusion and Emancipation—then one must conclude 
that the traditional Buddhist path of gradual training and men¬ 
tal discipline loses its laison d'etie In actual fact everybody 
IS already emancipated and identical with Nirvana and the 
Buddha-nature, and has been so since the beginning of time. 
And for the same reason this fact is not something that will 
slowly dawn upon one in the course of a long mental develop¬ 
ment, but is reali^ed in a sudden revelation of unity and totality, 
a flash of insight, an explosion. With these earlier thinkers, 
Ch‘an agrees that Enlightenment cannot be obtained gradually, 
by deliberate intellectual effort, but that it breaks out in a single 
moment, ‘like the bottom of the tub falling out’. 

If in these respects the Ch‘an doctrine is not original at all, 
It is unique in its choice of the means employed to evoke the 
experience of Enlightenment {uiu, Jap. satori) in the disciple: 
perplexing subjects for meditation, paradoxes, nonsensical ques¬ 
tions and baffling answers, even yelling and beating It seems 
that in the earliest period the masters used the method of free 
improvisation in applying this ‘shock-therapy’ to their disciples. 
When the disciple, probably exhausted by mental and physical 
exertion and consequently in a state of extreme nervous tension, 
appeared to be ripe for the decisive step, it was the master’s task, 
by means of a well-chosen word, an exclamation, or anything 
fitting the occasion, to break the last barrier of the intellect and 
to plunge the disciple into the undifferentiated state of ‘no¬ 
mind’, m which Enlightenment is experienced. 

From the early Sung onward such ‘explosive’ sayings were 
compiled into collections of login (yu-lu). Ch‘an became formal¬ 
ized into a system, in which the spontaneous utterances of the 
great T‘ang masters were used as themes for meditation, named 
‘cases’ {kung-an, Jap koan). Paradoxically, the ‘wordless doc¬ 
trine’ of Ch‘an thus gave rise to an extensive doctrinary litera¬ 
ture, with commentaries and sub-commentaries that generally 
explain the cryptic sayings of the masters in ei en more cryptic 
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terms In this somewhat fossilized form Ch'an Buddhism con¬ 
tinued to be influential until well into Ming times, although it 
cannot he denied that in many cases it functioned as the in¬ 
tellectual game of a refined leisure class rather than as a serious 
quc«t for Enlightenment. But even so, Ch'an Buddhism became 
one of the great creative forces in Far Eastern culture. Its in¬ 
fluence upon art and literature tvas enormous at the time of its 
greatest vitality, and remained considerable for centuries after¬ 
wards, both in China and in Korea, whereas in Japan, where the 
first Zen sects were introduced in the twelfth century, it has 
flourished down to the present day. 

In recent times some aspects of Ch‘an have become popular 
in the West, notably its anti-rational and iconoclastic attitude 
and its ideal of direct and intuitional perception of Truth. The 
importance of this influence cannot bo denied; it is, in fact, one 
of the major phenomena of present-day cultural life in the West. 
It sliould, however, never be forgotten that this is only one part 
of Ch‘an—ns necessary counterpart, the Ch'an disciplme with 
its characteristic meditation techniques, the personal contact 
between master and disciple, and the quest for Enlightenment 
with all its specifically Buddhist or Buddho-Taoist associations 
arc left out of tlic picture. There are also Western Buddhists 
who sincerely strive to study and practise the Good Law'. But 
in gcncr.al, nco-Buddhism—including the activities of Western 
*Zcn Societies’—all too often results in a diluted pseudo- 
Buddhism mixed wirli occultism. In all essentials Ch'an is a 
product of a great but archaic and alien civilization—it remains 
to be seen to what extent this tender exotic plant wdU survive a 
transplantation into foreign soil. E. Zurcher 
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{a) AN INTRODUCTORY NOTE 

It would be idle to pretend that our own culture has been 
noticeably influenced by the legacy of Chinese literature. Indeed, 
since the ‘literary revolution’, initiated in 1917 by the mani¬ 
festoes of Hu Shih and Ch‘en Tu-hsiu and consummated in 1922 
when the Chinese Ministry of Education substituted vernacular 
for classical textbooks in the schools, literary influences have all 
been in the opposite direction. In fiction, in poetry, in drama, 
traditional forms have been iettisoned and Western models 
pursued 

As citizens of the world we are entitled to look on Chinese 
literature as part of our heritage, but before we do so we should 
do well to inquire why the Chinese themselves have rejected it, 
and whether their rejection has in fact been a total one. 

There are two grounds on which the Chinese rejected their 
traditional literature, one ideological and one linguistic. Let us 
consider the ideological one first. 

When in the middle years of the nineteenth century the 
Chinese sustained a series of humiliations at the hands of the 
Western powers, havdng prevaously regarded themselves as 
the greatest power on earth and all other nations as their in¬ 
feriors both in culture and in might, it did not occur to them 
that anything was wTong with their fundamental beliefs, or 
with what tve might call the Chinese way of life. They saw the 
Western superiority as a purely technological one. There was 
something vulgar and ungentlemanly about the mechanical skills 
whicli gave foreigners their superior power; however, if needs be 
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these skills must be mastered. And so an attempt was made to 
learn the industrial, military, financial, and diplomatic tech¬ 
niques of the West whilst retaining and even strengthening the 
traditional Confucian patterns of government and society. 
Woolsey’s International Law and Fawcett’s Political Economy 
were uanslated into Chinese, but not Homer or Shakespeare. 

The ^self-strengthening’ movement, as it was styled, proved a 
dismal failure; already discredited by 1871, it was finally and 
totally tvrccked in the disastrous Sino-Japanese War of 1894. 
Cliina’s faith in herself thereupon collapsed entirely. The old 
s)’Stcm of education and the civil servdee examinations, both 
founded upon the Confucian Classics, were steadily eroded, and 
enlightened Chinese began a wholesale and unreserved study of 
Western civilization in all its aspects. Now not only sciences and 
skills were studied; the philosophy and literature of the West 
were also scanned in the hope that therein might be discovered 
the sources of that dynamic which had led to the conquest of 
nature’s secrets and of so much of the earth’s surface. 

It must not be thought that the literature which translators 
made available wns alwaj'S the best. The voluminous output of 
the great translator Lin Shu included a good deal of modish 
trash. But the people who read his elegant classical renderings of 
Rider Haggard and Conan Doyle were not in search merely of 
entertainment. They were in conscious pursuit of the Occident, 
and were constantly reminded in the prefaces to these transla¬ 
tions of the morals they might be expected to draw from them. 
In introducing Allan Ouatermain Lin Shu lectures his readers 
on the white man’s love of adventure and innovation; and in 
Ids preface to People of the Mxst he reflects that if an English¬ 
man would endure tlie sufferings and hardships that its hero 
underwent for the sake of a bag of rubies, the outlook for China 
uath her vast resources of gold, silver, silk, and tea was very poor 
indeed. 

Frorntthole-heartedly embracing Western culture it was only 

siisn r 
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a step to repudiating outright the traditional Confucian culture. 
Nearly all the intellectual avant-garde of the 1920’s were noisily 
anti-Confucian, and sometimes not only Confucianism but the 
whole literature of the past came under their attack. 

Traditional Chinese literature, the Confucian Classics in par¬ 
ticular, w'as identified in the popular mind with the old examina¬ 
tion system of bureaucratic recruitment and hence, by association, 
w'lth the bureaucracy itself and all the corruption and inepti¬ 
tude It had acquired in the period of dynastic decline. There was 
no doubt an element of irrationalism in this, but no more so 
than in the attitude to Greek and Latin literature of those like 
Bernard Shaw wdio believed that the educational system which 
taught them was effete. 

This brings us to the linguistic grounds for rejection. In a 
country of China’s great size, where for centuries literacy w'as 
confined to a small educated flitr, it was inevitable not only 
that there should be considerable regional variation of dialect 
but also that the difference betw'cen the spoken and written 
languages should gradually wdden. Even in the first and second 
centuries a d. one can already obsen'e an archaizing tendency 
among certain w'riters, though it seems probable that the wTitten 
w’ord W'as as a rule still intelligible when read aloud. Six centu¬ 
ries later the \ cry much wdder divergence between written and 
spoken Chinese w'as accentuated bv an extremely' artificial and 
elaborate prose styde, and in the ninth century an attempt was 
made to introduce greater simplicity' by' imitating the models of 
the ancients Unfortunately the success of this archaizing move¬ 
ment had the effect of divorcing w'ritten Chinese finally and irre¬ 
versibly from the language of speech. The follow'ing examples, 
in the pronunciation of Peking, w ill give some idea of the gap 
between them. 

Modern 

English Classical Chinese Colloquial Chinese 

What man is this ? fTz'u hojen yeht> Che shih shen-ma jen ? 
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J cannot jcc his head. H'upuehitneh'i shou. H'o Van pu chien t'a ti 

t'on. 

These tilings arc not Shih wn pit tsu. Che-hs\eh Utng-hsi pu 

ciiougli. ^on. 

The sun is about to Jihyuch'n. T'ai~yangyao cVti-lai. 

come out. 

After the revolution of 1911 which overthrew the Alanchu 
dynasty and what remained of its bureaucratic machine, Chinese 
radicals increasingly came to feel that regeneration of China’s 
corrupt, demoralized, and dispirited society uould only be pos¬ 
sible by means of education, and that education on the scale 
and of the hind they envisaged would only be possible in a 
medium less restricted than the difficult and archaic Classical 
Chinese. 

Once the ternacular was. adopted as the normal literary 
medium, a great part of the literary' heritage of the past became 
irrelevant from the point of view of the Chinese writer in quest 
of a style. Lu HsCm (1881-1936), the greatest twentieth-centurj' 
writer in the \cmacular language, made much use, as did most 
uriters of the twenties and thinics, of his classical education, 
but only for garnishing—rather in the way that some people 
have of interlarding their conversation uith scraps of Latin or 
Trench. He neither wrote in the language of his predecessors nor 
de\eloped the forms they had used. His models were foreign, 
mainly Russian—Gogol, Chekhov, Gorky, Andreyev, &c. 

Since the middle years of tlic twentietli centun* the Chinese 
have continued to read and translate Western literature in ercr 
greater \ olume, but at the same time they have begun a reassess¬ 
ment of their traditional literature; and tliough few of them 
still write cither prose or verse in the traditional forms e.vcept as 
an academic exercise, there has been a growing tendency to 
restore the ‘literary heritage’ to its former level of esteem— 
higher, indeed, in the case of the vernacular literature, which in 
the past seldom enjoyed the prestige it has today. But tvhereas 
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at the beginning of the century men of letters could feel that 
what they read and wrote formed part of a tradition which ex¬ 
tended backwards without a break to Confucius and the sages 
of antiquity, the modern Chinese looks back at the bulk of his 
country’s literature across a linguistic gulf almost as great as that 
which separates us from our own classical antiquity. 

If we cannot point to Chinese influences in our own litera¬ 
ture—a few diverting pages could no doubt be written on Cru¬ 
soe’s travels in China and Lamb’s Dissertation upon Roast Ptg but 
they would have little to do with Chinese literature—we can at 
least point to the importance of Chinese studies to Compara¬ 
tive Literature. 

Although it was already old when Rome fell, Comparative 
Literature was until recently little esteemed as a ‘serious’ aca¬ 
demic subject. It has taken the authority of scholars like Bowra 
in Britain and Levin in America to remove some of the sus¬ 
picions which have mysteriously hung about it for so long. The 
value of Chinese literature to its study is that it forms a complete 
literary ‘world’ of its own, which is wholly removed from that of 
the West. 

The student of Comparative Literature, after examining cer¬ 
tain themes or genres or ways of organizing words and ideas 
in a number of different European literatures, may feel tempted 
to conclude that what emerges is truths about some abstract 
entity called Literature, or a set of natural latvs unconsciously 
obeyed by all who use language as an art. In fact, no guarantee 
of universality ever attaches to generalizations about European 
literature. We are all, as it w^ere. Children of the Book; all have 
passed through the winepress of Aristotle. 

But if we test our assumptions about the novel, or the ballad, 
or drama, or poetry against what can be observed of Chinese 
literature, we find ourselves very soon raising quite fundamental 
questions of a kind which might not otherwise get asked, but 
which it is important that we should ask from time to time. 
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Take the question of genre. It is conventional and extremely 
useful when dealing with literature to speak of ‘form’ and ‘con¬ 
tent’ and to assume—^as did the early Chinese critics—that a 
certain form is appropriate to a certain content. The marriage 
of a certain kind of form tvith a certain kind of content is what 
w'c mean by a genre. This sounds fairly reasonable For example, 
it seems to us obvious that a sequence of ten limericks w'ould 
make an unsuitable dirge for ten people killed in an accident. 
But can we be sure that the unsuitability is inherent in the form 
and IS not simply conventional? 

Of course, a morphology of literature w'ould show that the 
theme or subject evolves its own form as it is developed. The 
genres arc not Platonic ideas that have e.xisted from the begin¬ 
ning of time tvhich arc selected by the writer according to their 
appropriateness for the job in hand, as clubs are selected by a 
golfer. But there are many, many factors other than the nature 
of the theme which contribute to the evolution of a literary 
form, some of them possibly fortuitous or even trivial. 

The problem is not of merely academic interest. For example, 
it is widely affirmed, and rightly, that China has no epic poetry. 
When we arc talking about ‘the epic', however, we often include 
the Icelandic prose sagas for consideration. In that case are w'e to 
take anodicr look at ‘The Romance of the 'Three Kingdoms and The 
U'aitr Margin, which grew' out of popular tale-cycles r They are 
usu.nUv called ‘novels’ and dismissed contemptuously by people 
looking for the Cliinese Proust. Of course, if we call Paradise 
Lost an epic, w’e are implying that the epic must hat e something 
to do not necessarily with heroes but with myth. In that case tlie 
Ossianic poems and the Chinese epic novels are romances. 

At this point we perhaps begin to feel that our categories are 
impossibly large and call in Form to the rescue by talking of 
lieroic poetry, prose epic, prose romance, and so on. But the 
formal categories are soon discovered to be far too arbitran'. We 
cannot discuss epic wiiliout discussing prose epic. 
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It may be argued that we do not have to bother in any case. 
We can either stop using the categories altogether and deal only 
with the individttal works, like so many islands in a vast archi¬ 
pelago called Idterature; or else we can invent temporary ai hoc 
groupings and arrangements to last for as long as the fancy takes 
us or the need remains. 

Alternatively we might decide that Chinese literature is a 
literature siti generis, in which it is pointless to look for the 
genres with which we are familiar in our own. We might try to 
do so, but we should soon discover ourselves attempting to ex¬ 
plain away the fact that War and Peace and A la recherche du 
temps pcidii have far more in common with Hiing-lou meng thsn 
with Gil Bias or Don Ontxole, and Chinese folk-songs tvith our 
own ballad tradition than either with the Satires of Juvenal. 

In fact, we are in a situation somewhat similar to that of a 
linguist asked to make a descriptive analysis of a hitherto un¬ 
recorded language We shall expect to find some of the things 
we are familiar with and not others, and some which are nev and 
not paralleled in our past experience. 

If we begin looking for features of our own literature which 
are not paralleled m Chinese literature, we shall find the most 
striking instance in the absence of religious inspiration Our 
drama began in pagan ritual and dev^eloped in medieval mystery. 
Chinese drama is secular for as far back as we can trace it—to 
the masques and buffooneries with which Han emperors were 
entertained two thousand years ago Our greatest poets sing of 
Juno’s jealousy and Apollo’s rage, of journeys through Heaven 
and Hell, of Satan’s fall, and Paradise Lost and Regained Chi¬ 
nese literature is in the main a secular literature. When one 
considers the intense devotionalism which swept through China 
during the ‘Buddliist centuries’ from the fifth to the ninth cen¬ 
turies A.D., one is startled to find how comparatively little of 
It is manifested in contemporary literature. The monks used 
popular literature as a proselytizing vehicle, and they played a 
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leading part in the development of printing, whicli gave Cliina 
a half-educated urban reading public for cheap popular fiction 
centuries before the same phenomenon appeared in Europe; but 
few people could name any religious poetry other than the de¬ 
servedly famous but not outstandingly important verses of the 
‘Master of the Cold Mountain’.’ 

The word ‘secular’ tends to recur when one speaks in general 
terms about Chinese literature—or, for that matter, about 
Chinese society. Imperial China may be likened to a medieval 
European society without Christianity in which all, not only 
half, the ruling class were clerks. The immense esteem in which 
literacy and education were held meant that a great deal of 
literary activity was patronized and institutionalized by the 
swte. Notable among the products of this activity were the 
great dynastic histories and the enormous encyclopedias com¬ 
missioned by emperors in order to survey the sum of the 
country’s learning. Indeed, the encyclopedia could well be re¬ 
garded as a Chinese invention, and certainly no other countr}' 
can have produced encyclopedias so numerous and so vast. 

Let us now—as we should have done long before—consider 
what the Chinese themselves say about their literature. Chinese 
literary criticism is of venerable antiquity and has had some 
brilliant exponents. 

The scholar class—the clerks—^wcrc Confucians, and their 
views on literature were coloured by their Confucian training 
and their belief that the Confucian Classics were the repository' 
of all Truth and consequently represented, among other things, 
the ultimate perfection ofliterarj' merit. The Confucian Classics 
always were, and still generally arc, the first section in a Chinese 
library; they always come first in bibliographies; and essays about 
them frequently appear as the first section of a writer’s collected 
works. For centuries they were the central part of Chinese 

‘ Cl. Celi Mountain, too pofms hy Jian-skan, tr. Burton Watson (Xevv 
Yiuk, jgC't). 
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education, knowledge of them was required in the civil service 
examinations, and until comparatively recently most educated 
Chinese could recite at least the most important sections by heart. 

The Confucian Classics are not religious texts, but they re¬ 
semble our own scriptures in being extremely heterogeneous. 
An ancient manual of divination with philosophical commen¬ 
taries, a collection of documents purporting to be the conversa¬ 
tions and speeches of the earliest kings, a book of songs, hymns, 
and ballads apparently dating from the eleventh to the seventh 
centuries b c., the annals of an ancient feudal state and the 
historical commentaries accompanying them, three collections 
of writings on ritual and etiquette, the collected sayings of 
Confucius, the writings of the philosopher Mencius, a school¬ 
book of short essays on the virtue of filial piety, and a glossary of 
the difficult words in the other books of the canon—a glance at 
this catalogue does not suggest a likely receptacle for the sum of 
human wisdom. It had to be assumed that Truth was concealed 
in these books, or expounded by them in some allegorical man¬ 
ner. Literature, then, must imitate the Classics in expounding 
Truth, it must exalt virtue and dispraise vice; in short, it must 
be didactic. This was the earliest Confucian view and con¬ 
tinued, with some variations and modifications, to be the most 
commonly held view until comparatively recent times.’ 

Some writers—Po Chu-i is a good example—took their duties 
as moral censors very seriously indeed; some did not, but con¬ 
formed by making extravagant claims for the effectiveness of 
such perfunctory statements of social conscience as their works 
contained; very few indeed felt able to reject the didactic 
position outright 

Liu Hsieh (465-522), perhaps the greatest of all Chinese 

’ Owing to the heterogeneous nature of the Confucian Classics, passages 
which give further information about them are scattered throughout the^ 
book. They may be traced by referring to the pages listed in the Index 
under ‘Confucian Classics’. [Ed ] 
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litcrarj’ critics, lived at a time when literary artistt)' was far more 
highly esteemed than moral fervour. It is interesting to observe 
the way in which he deals with the problem of explaining how 
the uncouth, archaic writings of the Confucian canon could 
come to be the well-head and exemplar of the elegant and 
sophisticated art which is the subject of his book. He is able to 
solve the problem thanks largely to an etymological coincidence. 

'Die word 'xen, which is Liu Hsieh’s word for ‘literature’, has 
a wide range of meanings. From the basic sense of‘pattern’—the 
natural markings on the bodies of birds, beasts, and fishes, the 
tattooing on a human body, the design painted on a shield, and 
so on—two separate subsidiary meanings developed: 

(l) p.ittcrn—>device—written S}Tnbol-»-wTiting->script-?-literature; 
(a) pattcrn->cmbellishment-^adornmcnt->refinement->culture-> 
citilization. 

To Liu Hsieh, pattern is therefore the principle which underlies 
the universe; the rugged canonical books expound the principle, 
and literature, which is the noblest and most comprehensive of 
the patterns made by man, exemplifies it. He sets forth this view 
in a passage of great beauty and magnificence in the very first 
chapter of his book,* in which he points to the patterns of the 
stars above, the patterns in cloud and in flower, the patterns of 
sound that make music, and lastly to man's wonderful invention 
of the patterns that we call writing. For ‘if even insentient 
things .arc so beautifully adorned, it would be strange indeed if 
those possessing minds were to lack a pattern of their own’. 

1 his almost mptical conception of literature is perhaps not 
really so ver}' far removed from our own when we talk of literary 
‘creation’, thereby in a sense likening the tvriter to God. Be that 
as it may. it cert.ainly explains the great importance which 
Chinese critics attached to form ivhich the patterns of litera¬ 
ture arc most apparent), and may serve as justification for the 

’ The }[’fr-hstn tino-liiig, tr. t'incent \’u-chung Shih, Tbe Literary "Mini 
ari tht Carvir.^uJ Dragant (New York, 1959). 
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relati\ ely large amount of attention paid to form in the sections 
vshich follow. David Hawkis 

Q,) CHINESE POETRY AND THE ENGLISH 

READER 

0 N L does not—in spite of Lucretius, and the Georgies, and the 
Essay on Ciiticism —read poetry for information or instruction, 
but for a kind of experience, part emotional, part intellectual, 
which can only be described tautologically as the experience of 
reading poetry. The demands which different kinds of poetry 
make on the reader vary infinitely; but in general it is true to 
say that all poetry requires a fairly high degree of sensitivity to 
language and an ability to respond, if only unconsciously, to the 
images and archetypes employed by the poet. 

For this reason the poetry of an alien culture is likely to be 
appreciated much later than the more functional parts of its 
literature. Its historical, philosophical, religious, technological 
writings will begin to yield up some of their content of fact and 
opinion after only a quite rudimentary level of linguistic facility 
has been attained. The terms used in such writings are often 
limited in reference and narrowly defined, and a translator’s task 
consists mainly in identifying them. But the language of poetry 
is essentially evocative, pregnant, and ambiguous, and a pro¬ 
longed linguistic and cultural immersion is needed before the 
foreign reader can even begin to be aware of its implications. 

It IS not surprising, then, that in the West the study of 
Chinese poetry lagged far behind, for example, tlie study of 
Chinese philosophy. The Jesuits of the seventeenth century and 
the Protestant missionaries of the nineteenth sought China’s 
contribution to world culture in her political institutions and 
secular philosophy; Chinese poetry they generally ignored or 
dismissed, encouraged to do so, no doubt, by the views of such 
educated Chinese as they were able to meet. 



Chinese Poetry and the English Reader 91 

To be sure, a feu translations from Chinese verse did from 
time to time appear, but nothing which could conceivably have 
interested a Western poet until the publication of the Livre de 
jade by Thcophile Gautier’s daughter in 1867. This book was 
probably not much knoum about in England and America until 
the turn of the century; and it is the reception of Chinese poetry 
in English-speaking countries rather than its influence on the 
West as a whole to which we must confine ourselves here in the 
interest of coherence. In fact, it is most unlikely that Chinese 
poetry had any influence, however slight, upon English litera¬ 
ture earlier than the 1920’s, W'hen Ezra Pound and Arthur 
W.alcy, one a distinguished poet and one a scholar of great 
htcrar} sensibility, began publishing their translations. 

1 suspect that the influence of twentieth-century translations 
from Chinese poctr)’ upon twentieth-century' English-speaking 
poets has been less insignificant than might be supposed, but that 
llie task of tracing it would prove oppressively great and de- 
prc'singly unrewarding. 

Assuming that some scholar of the future will undertake this 
hibour, we can most usefully prepare the ground for such a study 
by examining here the relationship wdiich the translations from 
Chinc'c poetry bear to the originals. It might, after all, turn out 
that the kinds of things believed to be most ty'pical of Chinese 
poetry and therefore most likely to have made some sort of im¬ 
pression on English-speaking poets are not really characteristic 
ol Chinese poetry' at all, but arc simply atmospherics produced 
by tlie translator. And of course if w'e are going to carry' out this 
c.xamination at a general level, eschewing the mere enumeration 
of particular instances and particular translators, we shall in fact 
find oimelves mainly concerned xx-ith an examination of the 
problems which the translation of Chinese poetry poses. 

It may seem wilful in wTiting an essay' on Clunese poetry' to 
hmu oneself at the outset to a consideration of the problems of 
trandation; but what is the alternative ? To write the poetics of 
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a poetry which few people have read would be insane, whilst an 
historical outline of China’s two and a half millennia of prolific 
poetic output would, if condensed to essay proportions, read like 
an auctioneer’s catalogue. The logical alternative would be a 
beginner’s lesson in the Chinese language;^ but that, after all, 
would belong to a different part of this book 

At the very threshold of any discussion of Chinese poetry one 
stumbles on the problem of definition. The problem is twofold, 
in that we need to consider both what we mean by ‘poetry’ in an 
English context and what we mean by it in a Chinese one Wliat 
we mean by the one will obviously to some extent condition 
what we mean by the other. 

As regards the definition of ‘poetry’ in an English context, I 
propose not to bother with the sort of value-judgement that 
bestows this term as an award of merit on certain kinds of verse 
of which it approves, but to use ‘poetry’ as the name of all verse 
literature, leaving to others the task of defining what literature 
is Ambiguous ‘prose-poem’ forms, provided that we are quite 
sure they are not in some odd kind of verse, can only be called 
‘poetry’ in a metaphorical sense ^ 

The definition of ‘poetry’ in a Chinese context involves in the 
first place the clearing up of a certain amount of semantic 
muddle. The customary modern Chinese equivalent of ‘poetry’ 
IS shih, a word which sounds like shr in shrub as pronounced by 
most Londoners, or sure as pronounced by some Americans. 
Unfortunately in traditional Chinese criticism shih is ordinarily 
used as the name of a literary class from which large sections of 
verse literature are excluded. 


' James Liu, in The Art of Chinese Poetry (London. 1962), does in fact 
devote the first part of lus e.\ccllent book to e.vplaimng the Chinese language 
to the common reader. 

^ This definition automaticalh evcludes various bits of Whitman and 
Rimbaud, but it is impossible to generalize at this level without smashing a 
certain amount of china 
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In the excluded categories there are iz‘u, a type of lyric verse; 
<h'H, another type of IjTic verse which conventionally includes 
drama; and/«, a sort of verse essay which is sometimes all in 
verse but more often in a mixture of verse and prose. 

\'cr)’ little to'ft and/a and hardly any cPti verse has been 
translated into other languages; and this circumstance, coupled 
with the confusing modern use of shih as an equivalent of our 
word ‘poetry’, occasionally betrays Western scholars into talking 
about the shih categor}’ as though it represented the W'hole of 
Chinese verse literature. And even the conscientious ones w'ho 
a\oid this pitfall can seldom make up their minds about fu] so 
that a basic uncertainty remains about the definition of Chinese 
poetry. 

All this really amounts to saying that the Chinese did not, 
until modern times, have any word or concept exactly corre¬ 
sponding to our ‘poetry’; and the unsatisfactory consequence of 
tins is that the terms of reference in any study of Chinese 
poetry have to be imposed arbitrarily. The definition already 
proposed for ‘poetry’ in an English context seems impracticably 
broad in a Chinese one when it is remembered that there was a 
time in the history of Chinese literature when nearly all artistic 
writing bore the main prosodic features of verse—regular, 
recurring, rhythmic patterns and rhyme—and it would clearly 
be absurd to have to classify treatises, letters, obituaries, and 
chancery documents as poctiy. It seems safest to set the limit 
somewhere within a broad class of literature containing shih, 
iz*u, rPii, and/«, excluding anything outside it and including at 
least everything inside it which is wholly in verse. 

To ask, as people often do, whether Chinese poetiy is trans¬ 
latable is strictly speaking meaningless. The correct answer is, 
yes, quite a lot of Chinese poetry has in fact been translated. 
‘Translation’ is the name of a process which can be done well or 
badly, skilfully or clutnsily, successfully or unsuccessfully. It is 
the process of making a substitute in one language for something 
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which was at first written in another. The question really is, how 
close can the substitute be to the original, and what does ‘close’ 
mean ? 

Some people would say that ‘close’ means having as many 
elements as possible in the translation as are to be found in the 
original. But who is to decide what is in the original.'' It is 
perfectly legitimate to consider association as a part of meaning, 
albeit a peripheral, unstable, easily detachable part ^''Vnd that is 
one of the reasons why there can never be a single definitive 
statement of the total meaning of a poem. The personal, sub¬ 
jective element in association is too strong. If you asked several 
people to enumerate all the significant features they could find 
in a poem, they would be sure to come up with different lists. 
This is the situation which exists before the process of transla¬ 
tion has even started. Once that begins, the already existing 
differences of interpretation will be intensified by such factors 
as the relative skill and expressiveness of different translators, 
and the different wa}-s in which they evaluate what they conceive 
to be the constituent elements of the poem 

In trying to assess the translation of a poem we need to ask 
three quite separate questions about it: 

(1) A^^at was the translator’s understanding of the original 
poem ? 

(2) To what extent did he succeed in communicating his 
experience of the original poem by means of the translated 
substitute > 

(3) In so far as the substitute falls short of the original in 
effectiveness, how much is this due to inhibiting factors beyond 
the translator’s control—i e. to what extent, and why, was his 
experience of the original simply incommunicable ? 

It is the last sort of question which chiefly interests me here; 
and it is really this question that people have in mind when they 
inquire whether Chinese poetry is translatable. 
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The least communicahlc aspect of Chinese poetry is the formal 
or prosodic one. Some elements of Chinese prosody arc totally 
incommunicable: others are theoretically communicable but are 
virtually incommunicable in practice. 

Chinese is a ton.il language This means that the tonality of a 
word is semantically, not, as with us, grammatically, significant. 
If we pronounce ‘jam’ uith a rising tone, it becomes a query: 
‘jam V (‘or would you prefer honey?’). If a Chinese pronounces 
7/10 with a rising tone, it becomes a word meaning ‘hemp’. If 
1)0 pronounces it with a falling tone (‘Jam! How ghastly!’), it 
becomes another word meaning ‘curse’. Since about the sixth 
century there have been a number of verse-forms in common 
use which prescribe a fixed tonal pattern as part of their prosodic 
structure. It would not, of course, be even theoretically possible 
to reproduce this feature in English. 

If tonal pattern is totally incommunicable, metre must be 
counted as one of the features which arc theoretically com¬ 
municable but incommunicable in practice. The Chinese lan¬ 
guage consists verj' largely of monosyllabic and bisyllabic words 
and most Chinese metres arc therefore syllabic ones. The si/h 
type of verse, which is characterized by lines of equal length, is in 
fact formally classified into pcntasyllabics, heptasyllabics, tetra¬ 
syllables, &c. Now once in a while it is possible to hit on a Chinese 
poem which just could, with a little contriving, be rendered in 
an equal number of syllables. Miss Louise Hammond attempted 
this in some of her translations, though readily admitting that 
the ensuing loss of meaning was verj' considerable: 

Ckungfetig ch'iek fao 0 cruel Wind, 

A'u t!i7 tsf hstat W’itli smile too find, 

.ViVi tang hslao ao I know thy mind; 

Chung hsin ikib too No peace I find.* 

But as a rule it is simply not possible to reproduce the Chinese 

‘ ‘TlieTunr! of Chinese Poeti) *, Tfv Tear Booh cj Oriental Art and Culture, 
vol i (London, 1915). p. taa. 
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metre, because of the necessity of using articles, prepositions, 
and grammatical inflections in the English, and because English 
frequently has only a polysyllabic equivalent for the mono¬ 
syllabic Chinese word: 

Chn yeh hsiang nan ch‘nang 
Tneh kuang chao tung -pi 

Bamboo leaves rustle by the south window; 

The moon’s light shines on the eastern wall.* 

Even if you substitute ‘sound’ for ‘rustle’ and ‘east’ for ‘eastern’ 
and decide to omit everything except the nouns, verbs, and 
adjectives, ‘bamboo’ and ‘window’ remain intractable. Your 
fanatic might achieve pentasyllabicity by further omissions: 

Leaves sound by window 
Moonlight shines on wall. 

But this is to prune away so much that what is left is scarcely 
worth having And m any case the sacrifice is unavailing, since 
once you get beyond four syllables, a line of English verse begins 
to develop stress patterns. In the distich above each line contains 
three stresses: 

Leaves sound by window 
Modnlight shines on will. 

This is wholly unlike the Chinese metre, which, in so far as it 
contains stress at all, puts it on the third and fifth syllables in 
each line. Inversion in the first line would bring you very close 
to the Chinese metre: 

Le.ives by window soiind 
Modnlight shines on wall. 

But in the original the antithesis of‘window’ and ‘wall’, ‘sound’ 
and ‘shine’ is deliberate; so you would only have maimed even 
further an already hopelessly crippled translation. 

Waley’s solution is to use what, borrowing the term invented 
' E.vcept yhere otherwise indicated, all the translations in this e^say are mj 


own. 
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by Gerard Manley Hopkins, lie calls ‘sprung rhythm’. He em¬ 
ploys it in such a way that each line of the translation, regard¬ 
less of the number of syllables it contains, has as many stresses as 
there arc syllables in the Chinese line: 

Bduiboo le.dves rustle by the sov'ithern window 
The mo6n’s light shines on the cistern will 

It is hard to think of a more satisfactory solution than this. Yet 
it h.as its drawbacks, one of which is tliat it tends to obscure the 
sharp differences e\isting in the Chinese bettveen one kind of 
metre and another. For example, the Ju type of verse differs 
categorically from shih in using stress metres: 

Ti Kde Tang cbih vtido I hsi chh> billing b‘a '0 yiieh P6 2'iing 

cbh yli mhig-tsou hsi ten khtg-yin ten i chtdng 

The Ix)rd Kao Yang’s descendant My father's name was Po Yung 
When She-t‘i was in Meng-tsou On keng-yin I was born. 

CRu metres, also, can be thought of as containing an element 
of stress; though in a kind of verse primarily intended for singing 
it is not always easy to distinguish prosodic features from musical 
ones. Many of the songs in Shakespeare’s plays—for example, 
Where the hee sucks there suck I or Take 0 take those lips atcay — 
are in four-stress trochaic metres tvhen read, but when set to 
music become metrically indistinguishable from the heptasylla- 
bics of French verse (c.g, yai perdu ma tourterelle) or Chinese 
verse (c.g. Han huang ehung se ssu cPing hud). 

The Chinese explain the prosody of ch''u verse by sating that 
it contains ‘padding words’ which do nor count in the metre. 
1 he effect is not quite what we mean by stress in our poetrt', but 
comes very near it. The following three lines from tlie sixteenth- 
century Peony Pavilion are of unequal syllabic length but con¬ 
tain an equal number of stresses in each line; 

HiUr.g cSdu chih t'a sbib shth sktii ^ 

Ping iJi chth sung ti ko bsu hsu ti r.i. 

Tso hsing yin him k'S tdo tsai Wit yang bui 


taisil 
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The dream gone, who knows this ‘so true, substantial’ he; 

But, sickness come, we soon shall lose an all too insubstantial thee— 
Dead of lo% e’s thirst, poor tiling, before the fertilizing cloud ever 

rained its showers upon her! 


One feels that so radical a distinction as that separating stressed 
from syllabic metres ought somehow to be reflected in transla¬ 
tion. Yet in ‘sprung rhythm’ translations shih and fu come out 
pretty much the same, whilst and ch‘u become metrically 
indistinguishable. 

When translating French, German, or Italian verse into Eng¬ 
lish, it is often possible to find a satisfactory metrical equivalent 
which somehow ‘feels’ right even though it is perhaps struc¬ 
turally quite different from the original. For example, French 
alexandrines translate naturally into English iambic pentameter, 
although these are quite different metres. Unfortunately the 
only obvious correspondence between an English and a Chinese 
metre occurs at an extremely humble level The ‘3-3-/’ nursery 
jingle found in Hot Cross Buns and Orie tzvo three, Mother caught 
a jiea exactly parallels a metre, very popular in China but not 
much favoured by serious poets except in ballads, which is found 
as early as the third century u.c. in the works of Hsim-tzu and as 
recently as the most recent set of shu-Iai-fao extemporized by 
some Peking comedian. It represents one of the basic rhythms 
common to people all over the world, and is probably older than 
language itself, being in fact the simplest rhythm that can be 
beaten in 4-time; 




But it must be avoided, even when translating Chinese folk¬ 
songs and ballads, because the English associations are so much 
more vulgar than the Chinese ones. So it remains broadly true 
that metre is one of the formal elements whicli are lost sight of 
when Chinese poetry is translated into English. 

Another prosodic feature which can seldom be reproduced in 
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Englisli translation is the Chinese use of rliymc- Chinese has 
comparatively few word-endings and therefore rhj’mes casilj', 
like Italian. Not only is all Chinese verse tnthout exception 
rhymed, but it customarily sustains the rhjmc in quite long 
runs. In the eight-line lu-shib, which has for centuries been 
an extremely popular Chinese verse-form comparable to the 
European sonnet, the same rhyme must be used throughout the 
poem. In longer poems a sequence of thirty instances of the same 
rhyme is by no means uncommon and can be achieved fairly 
effortlessly. 

Clearly it is impossible to use the same rhyme for \ cry long in 
English without running into serious difficulties, and at the same 
time introducing a heavy emphasis into the rhyming word which 
is not present in the Chinese. Moreover the effort of sustaining 
a rhyme in I'.nglish terse generates a tension which often finds 
relief in laughter. It is no accident that most English examples 
of this use of rhyme arc to be found in comic or humorous t ersc. 

Modern translators of Chinese verse generally a\ oid rhyme 
altogether. In some ways this is more logical than the earlier 
practice of rendering ctcrything into rh3Tning couplets, since 
the consequence of that is to introduce a prosodic unit into the 
English which did not exist in the Chinese, with possibly harmful 
effects on the unity of the poem. 

So general has been the abandonment of rhymed transla¬ 
tion that many Western readers arc under the impression that 
Chinese verse is itself a kind of rhymclcss vers Hire, and the 
scholar who knows better may sometimes develop a hankering 
for rhyme. A brief glance at some of the atrocities perpetrated 
in the cause of rhyme by an earlier generation of translators is 
usually sufficiently deterrent in such eases. Herbert Giles began 
his translation of a simple little poem by Chang Chi as follows: 
Knowing, fair sir, my matrimonial thrall. 

Two pearls thou sentest me, co'tly withal' 

’ A Iliittrycf Ctirfse LH'ratare {London., 1931), p. 176 . 
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when all the chaste wife said in the original poem was: 

Knowing that I have a husband, sir, 

You sent me a pair of pearls. 

Fortunately it is not a very good poem. But hundreds of much 
better ones were subjected to the same maltreatment. 

The only notably successful use of rhyme by a modern trans¬ 
lator is Ezra Pound’s Lhe Classic Anthology Defined by Confucius-, 
but It must be admitted that this delightful book communicates 
an extremely idiosyncratic impression of the Chinese Book of 
Songs; also that the Songs are extremely ancient, and present a 
rather different problem, prosodically, from the great mass of 
Chinese verse. 

Arthur Waley once used rhyme with great effect to translate a 
tz‘u poem: \02.Ol0 

Immeasurable pain! 

hly dreaming soul last night was king again, 

As in past days 

I wandered through the Palace of Delight, 

And in my dream 
Down grassy garden-ways 

Glided my chariot, smoother than a summer stream. 

There was moonlight, 

The trees were blossoming, 

And a faint wind softened the air of night, 

For it was Spring.’ 

This very beautiful rendering admirably conveys the combina¬ 
tion of irregularity and strictly formal pattern which is a great 
part of the charm of tz‘u verse. A rhymeless translation would 
have had no observable formal pattern at all 

One reason why there is a better chance of using rhyme 
successfully in the translation of tz‘u and chUi verse is that the 
translator is liberated from the strain of trying to rhyme in a line 

’ From The Temple (London, 1923), pp. 144-5- 



Chviese Poetry an^ the English Reader loi 

of fixed prosodic length. But in the case of shih, certainly, he 
tvill as 3 rtilc regretfully decide to abandon rhyme. There is too 
much of it in the Chinese for his frail bark to carry. 

One of the formal aspects of Ciiinese verse which should be 
mentioned here is strictly speaking a rhetorical rather than a 
prosodic feature, but has prosodic implications owing to the 
monosyllabic nature of the language. I refer to the use of anti¬ 
thesis or verbal parallelism, tvhich 1 have already briefly touched 
on in the discussion of metre. 

Antithesis can be used in poetry' cither to make a contrast, 
Avhen it acts as a sort of inverted simile (How unlike each other 
these two things arc! How poignantly we feel the one when we 
consider the other!), or as a kind of hendiadys—^the e.xpression of 
3 single statement in tuo complementary parts. 

And bonny sang the maws 
Out o’ the thorny brake; 

But saircr grat the nourice 
When slie was tied to tlie stake 

would be an example of the first kind; 

The sun, as common, went abroad, 

Tfie flowers, accustomed, blew 

would be an e.xample of the second kind. 

On the one hand the cheerful, unconcerned song of the in¬ 
nocent bird is in sharp contrast to the screams of the woman 
who is about to be burnt; on the other hand the shining sun and 
blowing flow'crs are complementary parts in the description of 
a summer’s day. 

If w‘e c.ramine these two examples prosodically, w'e observe 
that in the first one ‘And bonny sang the m.an's’ parallels ‘But 
saircr grat the nourice’syllable for syllable. ‘And’ parallels ‘But’, 
‘bonny' pamllcls ‘saircr’, ‘sang’ parallels ‘grat’, and ‘mavis’ 
parallels ‘nourice’. In yhc two lines taken from Emily DicHnson’s 
poem the verbal parallelism is logical but not prosodic, or even. 
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in the strictest sense, grammatical. ‘Sun’ is a monosyllable, 
‘flowers’ is bisyllabic; ‘as common’ and ‘accustomed’ are both 
adverbial, and ‘went abroad’ and ‘blew’ are both verbal; but 
they are not exact equivalents grammatically, and ‘went abroad’ 
is two syllables longer than ‘blew’. 

In Chinese literature, which shows an immense partiality for 
antithesis, the verbal parallelism is always prosodic as well as 
semantic and grammatical because of the nature of the language. 
Moreover, as a rhetorical device it is much more forceful and 
effective in Chinese than in English, because it is much more 
condensed. In the two contrasting lines from Lamkin there are 
only four correspondences in seven syllables: 

And bonny sang mavis 

But sairer grat nounce 

In Chinese rhetoric it would be thought intolerably feeble not 
to obtain a separate correspondence for each of the seven syl¬ 
lables in the line. Po Chu-i’s Spring walk by Lake ChHen-t^ang 
contains the following two lines. There is a slight caesura between 
the fourth and fifth syllables of each line: 

1234 5 67 

A chi ciru tsao ymg cheng iiuan skn 

B shin chia hsin yen cho ch^un in 

The word-by-word sense of this is as follows: 

I 234567 

A several places early orioles dispute warm trees 

B someone’s house nerv swallows carry spring mud 

It wall be observed that Ai parallels Bi, Az parallels B2, and 
so on, syllable by syllable throughout the line, and that syn¬ 
tactically the lines are constructed on the same pattern: 1-2 
adverb of place; 3-4 subject; 5 verb; 6-7 object. 

In lii-shih poems this sort of parallelism is compulsory in the 
two middle couplets (lines 3-6), but so exuberant is the Chinese 
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talent for antithesis that often the first couplet will be accorded 
the same treatment for good measure. 

You might think that if any single formal feature of Chinese 
vcn:e must be carried over into tlic English translation in order 
to convey some impression of the original, it is surely this. Y'et 
any attempt at reproducing in Englisli the antitheses of Chinese 
poetry leads at once to orotundity—diffuse verbosity infinitely 
removed from the neat conciseness which is a central quality of 
Chinese verse. There are simply too many syllables in English. 
The ingeniously compressed epigrams and conceits of the original 
unpack into those flaccid oricnt.ilisms so familiar to readers of 
translations. 

'riic fifth-century poet Wu Mai-yuan put the following 
conceit into the mouth of a young wife parted from her hus¬ 
band; 


1 


3 

4 

5 

Jt-oS 


is'oo 

mu . 

hiutn 

ts'iti 

chi 

shuang 

lu 

fet 

ncans; 

I 


I** 

4 

5 

flowering 

lacks 

plant 

tree 

gladness 

afllictton 

cxliausis 

fron 

dew 

sadness 


i c. 

My floucrinc prime is deprived even of the vegetable happiness of 
. trees and flowers; 

"i'et in my bitterness I taste all the hardships of blighting frost. 

The thought underlying this is .surprisingly complc.x. The wife 
compares iiersclf with a flower. She likens her prime to the 
blossoming time of the flower, and tlie hardship of separation 
from her husb.ind to the effect on it of the first frosts of autumn. 
At the same time she supposes, by a familiar use of the P.-ithetic 
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Fallacy, that flowers take a quasi-human pleasure in the warmth, 
light, and colours of summer, and experience a quasi-human 
grief at the approach of the frosts. From this she goes on to 
reflect that although she is really a human being, she is actually 
worse off even than a mere flower, since she experiences all the 
hardships that plants and trees are subject to without enjoying 
any of their compensating pleasures. 

It has taken approximately a hundred words of polysyllabic 
English to explain these ten syllables of Chinese verse. English 
is simply not susceptible of the same degree of condensation as 
Chinese. The languages have different specific gravities. 

No doubt it is fallacious to think of poetry as so many notions 
and images called ‘content’ poured into so many moulds called 
‘form' Nevertheless, provided we are clear that these are only 
two different types of analysis and not two separate entities, it 
is perfectly legitimate to use these terms in our examination of 
Chinese poetry. 

Having, then, investigated the main formal aspects of Chinese 
verse which resist successful communication by the translator, 
let us now consider some features of its content which can prove 
equally refractory. 

A notable one is the Chinese poet’s preference for impersonal 
statement. The Chinese verb can be, and often is, left uncom¬ 
mitted as to number and tense. When, in addition to this, the 
personal pronoun is omitted, the effect is a timeless, universal 
quality comparable to that of the statement made by a painting. 
Significantly, Keats had to use three or four different forms of 
the verb in describing the figures on the Grecian urn, even while 
he was stressing the timelessness of the scene. When the Chinese 
poet is describing anything his statements are invariably and 
automatically timeless. 

Of course, the poet’s presence may often be inferred even 
when it is not explicit. Yet even so there is an objectiveness in 
the Chinese which cannot quite be paralleled in English. The 
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following poem by the eleventh-century Sung poet K'ou Chun 
demonstrates the translator’s dilemma: 

Feng h'uB ch'iang hsi p'^o mieo mang 
Fu p'ing tvn chten ssu ho ch‘ang 
Hsiao hsiao yuan shtt su lin wai 
1 pan ch'iu shan tai hsi yang 

Widely separated peals, a few scattered masts, a great blank of water; 

All alone, leaning on vertiginoudy high-up railings, far lost in 

thought; 

Forlorn, leafless trees in the distance beyond the sparse woods; 

One half of the mountains nearing the colours of sunset. 

This is not a finished translation but the intermediate draft from 
which a translation is made. \\Tien we come to make the final 
draft, what do we do with line 2 ? When did the leaning occur, 
and who is its subject ? 1 1 You \ She ? 

In this particular case we know that the poem was one of four 
written by K‘ou Chun on the wall of a riverside pavilion, each 
describing the view from the pavilion at a different season of the 
year. This poem is the one for autumn. So K'ou Chun’s presence 
in the scene can be assumed. 

But this still does not entirely dispose of our problem. Is the 
verb 'I am leaning’? ‘I have been leaning’? T leaned (last 
autumn)’ ? ‘I often lean’ ? Or is it ‘One might lean’ ? Or ‘WTien 
you lean' ? 

In fact, it is impossible to say. It could be all or none of these. 
Tim Chinese poet docs not really care, and to tell the truth 
would probably not undentand the question. He is describing a 
picture which includes a little figure in a pavilion looking at the 
\iew'. He is not interested in the histort* or identity of the little 
figure or the date of the painting, even if the little figure is him¬ 
self and the time is now. 

The problem of allusion, regarded by many Western students 
as the greatest bugbear of all in interpreting Chinese poetry— 
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or indeed Chinese literature of any hind—is a product less of 
Chinese obscurantism than of our own cultural alienation. Our 
literature, even our daily speech, teems with allusions of every 
kind. ‘Look at Hercules!’ said of a muscular man on the beach 
lifting a heavy object above his head is not a remark indicative 
of profound classical learning. It is, nevertheless, an allusion, and 
nould mystify an Asiatic visitor who knew our language but 
nothing of what we call our cultural heritage. When n e speak of 
universal themes, having in mind psychologically interesting 
stories like the mjth of Oedipus, we ought to remind ourselves 
that although we and our European cousins were reared on Bible 
stones and the talcs of Greece and Rome, a large part of the 
human race knows nothing of either. 

I do not know whether poetry is necessarily ‘better’ poetry if 
its appeal is universal, though critics sometimes speak as though 
they thought it was. I suspect that it is the emotions evoked 
rather than the themes which evoke them that are universal in 
the case of those poems which travel most easily. Po Chu-i’s ^ong 
of Everlasting Regret is perhaps the single most famous Chinese 
poem outside China. It swings along in a fairly simple narrative, 
and it strongly evokes that cheerful-tearful, slightly self-indul¬ 
gent feeling of pity which the spectacle of Love triumphant in 
Death inspires in us ^ Tristan inspires the same sort of feeling. 
Yet ‘Love in Death’ is much too vague a formula to describe the 
themes of those two very different poems. Tristan is about a 
peculiarly Western type of adulterous love; the Song of Ever¬ 
lasting Regret is about the infatuation of an ageing emperor for 
a concubine, and his inconsolable grief after he has consented 
under duress to her death. Tristan and Isolde triumph over 
death by producing trees fiom their graves (like the suicides in a 

' This may seem unduly scornful of what is usually felt to be an ennobling 
sentiment; but one has onh to think of the sadism of Little Musgrave or 
Flecker’s Jtassaii to reali^e that some of the emotions surrounding it are very 
unpleasant indeed. 
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famous Chinese ballad); Yang Kud-fei and the emperor triumph 
by being able to communicate from one world to the other. 

Wiai happens, I believe, in the case of the most easily 
c.vpoTtabIc poetry is that strong emotions or an interesting narra¬ 
tive permit the foreign reader to make wliat he likes of the rest 
of the poem—which may be something very odd indeed—^while 
still feding that he has obtained from it something of value. 

But translators should not worry themselves about naive or 
facile judgements. A great many people do not read or enjoy 
poctr}'^ in their own language, and it is of the utmost incon¬ 
sequence if they do not enjoy Latin or French or Russian or 
Chinese poetry either. This is as true if they are great sdiolars 
with international reputations as it is if they are semi-literates. 

On the other liand, the degree of cultural empathy which a 
scholar may attain after many years of reading and study is of 
little use in determining the extent to which Chinese or any 
other poetry is communicable in another language. A poem 
uhich makes him cry in the original may turn out jejune or 
ridiculous in translation because of factors beyond the control 
of the translator. 

Some degree of empathy is needed for the appreciation of any 
poem, and this must be attained by deliberate effort. If we 
expect to have to learn the symbols used by our own poets, to 
accustom ourselves to their imagery, to trace, if we do not 
already know, their allusions, x\c must be prepared to make at 
least an equivalent effort in order to understand Chinese poetry. 

But dearly there is a point beyond which a translation would 
disappear entirdy into a quagmire of footnotes Consider the 
following poem by the ninih-ccntury poet Li Shang-vin. Its 
title is Peony: 

1 Chin uei rh'u ehHan IPe: Jh jen 

Brocade curtain just unrolled, Lady of Wei 

2 //<r« pfi y« tui Tueh r.go chun 

Lmbroidered coverlet still heaped, of Yiieh-ngo 
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3 C^m shou luan fan tiao yn p'ei 

‘Hanging hands’ wildly dangle carved jade girdle 

4 Che yao cheng zvu yii chin rh‘un 

‘Bending waist’ energetically flutter safliron coloured sLirt 

5 Shih chin la chu ho U^eng chxen 

Shih household wax candles have not trimmed 

6 Hsun ling hsiang In k‘o tai hsun 

Hsun secretary’s incense burner no need perfume 

7 JVo shih meng chung ch‘uan ts‘ai ft 

I am m dream handed coloured brush 

8 Tv shn hiia yeh chi chao yun 

Want write flowers leaves send morning cloud 

Before one can even begin to understand this poem, it is neces¬ 
sary to familiarize oneself with the following stories (The figures 
represent the numbers of the lines in which the allusions occur.) 

1. Confucius once dismayed his disciples by accepting an in¬ 
vitation from Nan-tzu, the wicked concubine of Duke Ling of 
Wei. She received him concealed behind a screen, so that he did 
not see her, but could hear the tinkling of her jade ornaments 
when she bowed to him 

2. The sixth-century-B.c. prince of Ngo once, while being 
rowed in his state barge, was moved by the barcarolle a Yueh 
boatman was singing and asked his interpreter to translate it. On 
hearing what it meant, he embraced the boatman and covered 
him with his embroidered coverlet. 

5. Shih Ch‘ung, a third-century millionaire, was popularly 
believed to use wax candles (then a luxury commodity) as 
kindling. 

6. Hsun Yu was a statesman and courtier of the third century 
of whom it was said that when he visited a house the place where 
he had sat remained fragrant for three days afterwards Chinese 
perfumes were worn in the clothes, which were scented by being 
hung on racks over incense-burning braziers. 

7. The fifth-century poet Chiang Yen once dreamed that the 
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poet Kuo P‘u (who lived a centurv and a lialf before his time) 
stood before him, pointing to his chest and demanding the 
return of his writing-brush. Feeling in his heart, he took out a 
multi-coloured brush and handed it to him. Thereafter he never 
wotc another good line of verse. 

8, In the fourth century b.c. the goddess of Witch Mountain 
appeared to King Huai of Ch‘u in a dream and lay with him. She 
told him that the morning clouds and evening rainfall on the 
mountain were her manifestations. 

It is also ncccssarj’ to know that ch‘ni shou (‘hanging hands’) in 
line 3 and chc yao (‘bending waist’) in line 4 were the names of 
dances. 

It can now be seen that line i refers to the peony’s newly 
opened flowers, line 2 to its leaves, lines 3-4 to the graceful 
movement of the whole plant in a light breeze, line 5 to its 
blazing colour, and line 6 to its fragrant smell. 

Li Shang-j-in’s first patron was Ling-hu Ch‘u, who lived in a 
quarter of Changan famous forks peonies. It is thought that he 
composed this poem while flirting with a singing-girl at a feast 
gh en by his patron. We can now see that lines 7-8 mean, ‘I, who 
owe all my skill to an older poet (i.e. Ling-liu Ch‘u), want to 
write a poem about peonies to give to a beautiful girl.’ 

At the time and place in which this poem was WTitten peonies 
were considered exotic, expensive flowers. The imagery in all 
these allusions is therefore suggestive of richness and splendour. 
It also, as a secondary function, sciv’cs to hint at the lavishness 
and aristocratic magnificence of tire poet’s patron, who is openly 
flattered for his literary genius in line 7. Thirdly, it serves to 
describe the girl, who was no doubt magnificently dressed, and 
had prob.rbly been dancing for them. There is more than a hint 
that tire poet intends to sleep with her, since ‘morning cloud’ 
has strong sexual overtones. Jumpincss is avoided, although 
tlicre arc so many allusions, by making use of associations: for 
evamplc, the tinUing jades of the dancer’s girdle in line 3 recall 
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the jade tinklings of the invisible Nan-tzu in line i, and the 
undulating skirts in line 4 recall the undulations of the brocade 
counterpane covering the amorous prince and his handsome 
boatman in line 2. The quite unconnected stories in lines 5 and 6 
are both about some kind of combustion, and the quite uncon¬ 
nected stories of lines 7 and 8 are both about dreams. 

Without pursuing the analysis any further, it can be seen at 
once how the Chinese poet is able to use allusions so as to suggest 
a number of widely differing meanings, where a more direct, less 
complex imagery would be incapable of carrying so heavy a 
charge. At the same time it can at once be seen that so great a 
degree of allusiveness renders successful translation impossible. 

Literary allusions are even more difficult to deal with; for 
whereas the allusions in Li Shang-yin’s poem presuppose only 
the sort of general knowledge we require to understand a line 
like Milton’s ‘Atropos for Lucina came’ (of a woman dying in 
childbirth), or the lovers’ dialogue at the beginning of Act V 
in the Merchant of Venice, the literary allusion presupposes 
memory of some particular text, \\ffien an anonymous Han poet 
says: 

Hawk harbours bitter thoughts 

Cricket at constrictions chafes, 

he expects you to realize that he is not really talking about wild 
life at all, but alluding to two poems from the Book of Songs, one 
called The Hawk and one called The Cricket —the first about the 
disquiet of a lady waiting to meet her lord, and thought to be 
allegorical of wise ministers dismissed by a foolish prince; the 
second about the fleetingness of time and the need to enjoy 
oneself w'hile one can. 

As for conventional symbols—^willows for parting, cypresses 
for death, wild geese for letters from afar, thoughts of home in 
exile, or solitariness, the pine-tree for constancy in adversity, 
spring wind for youth, love, desire, &c., &c.—these can easily be 
learned by those who enjoy reading Chinese poetry and w'ould 
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lite to enjoy it more. Trandator: sliould be readier to point 
them out when they occur, so that they may be learned the 
sooner. 

So far we have been examining the various opacities which lie 
between a Cliincse poem and the Western reader of Chinese 
poetry in translation. Perhaps it is time to begin considering 
those elements which sur\ive the hazards of translation and 
cause him such enjoyment as he is able to derive from it. 

I think it uill at once strike anyone who comes fresh to the 
study of Chinese verse that it relies on a heavy preponderance of 
natural imagery. 7 'hc characteristically Chinese way of dealing 
with natural imagery is in part a product of Chinese poetic 
theory, and derives ultimately from the way in which natural 
imagery is used in the Book of Songs. This ancient collection of 
anonymous poems (composed between looo and 600 b.c.) early 
attained the status of a canonical scripture, and Chinese poetics 
were, in tlicory at any rate, founded upon it. 

One of the commonest features of the poems in the JBook of 
Songs is the ksing, a piece of imagery, almost invariably taken 
from nature, which begins the stanza. It can be in antithetical 
contrast tvirh the rest of the stanza, or a mere refrain, or—and 
this applies to the great m.ajority of cases—it can imply com¬ 
parison with wliat follows it: 

Unsteady is that cj-press boat 
In the middle of the rh er. 

His two locks looped on his brow 
He swore to me that he was my comrade 
.•\nd till death would love no other. 

Oh, mother, ah, Hcaten, 

That a man could be so fahe!> 

Here there is obtiously an implied comparison between the un¬ 
steadiness o{ the boat and the inconstancy of the fickle lover. 
1'hc comparison is all the more forceful for being e.xpressed 
* .%lhur alfy, Tbt Beck of Sonp (London, 1937), p. 53. 
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elliptically. This can easily be demonstrated. Take the following 
English poem which uses implied comparison in the same way as 
the Chinese one: 

Western wind, when wilt thou blow, 

The small rain dowm can ram ? 

Christ, if my love were in my arms, 

And I in my bed again* 

In epic poetry this tvould become an extended simile: 

Even as in time of drought, wdien the shoots of corn are parched, 
men long for the west wind to blow, bringing the rain that falls in 
a fine shower upon the earth, gladdening man and beast, even so did 
he long to hold the bright-eyed maiden in his arms, lying upon his 
couch in honey-sweet dalliance. 

The long simile, by gloating much more over the comparison, 
only succeeds in enfeebling it; the stark juxtaposition of images 
challenges the mind and compels it to take their relationship 
more seriously. 

Chinese poetry, habituated from its infancy to this method of 
using natural imagery, developed it in the course of centuries to 
a wonderful degree of suppleness In the following tzUi poem the 
exiled poet Wei Chuang gives poignant expression to his home¬ 
sickness while scarcely bringing himself into the poem at all: 

Ch'un yu mu 

Man ti lo hua hung tat yu 

Ch'ou ch‘ang yu lung ytng :i'u 

Tan hst mi -pan hi 

Nan zvang cNu cNeng ho hsu 

IFen hua hua pit yu 

Tsao wan te rung ktiei ch‘u 

Hen wu shuang tshn yu 

The spring begins to die 

And all around on the ground, ram-sodden, the fallen red flowers 

lie. 
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Dejected in his jade cage, the cockatoo, 

Perching companionkss, notlnng to do, 

Speculating (where is tlie road home?), on the South fastens his 

eje: 

Asking the flowers, but the flowers will gi\e no reply. 

We must return together, you and I. 

Had I only your painted wings witli which to fly! 

Wei Chuang died a great minister, but in a strange land in which 
he had settled under constraint—a bird in a gilded cage, like the 
cockatoo. The fallen splendour of the blossoms may or may not 
symbolize the fall of the T‘ang Dynasty which Wei Chuang had 
served. In any case the whole poem reeks of overpowering 
nostalgia and a melancholy sense of decline. Yet all this is done 
by the use of natural images: a garden in late spring and a parrot 
in a cage. 

To say that the Chinese poet habitually uses natural imagery 
heavily cliargcd with emotion is not to say that he is a passionate 
poet. Cliinesc verse generally strikes the Western reader as some- 
Imw' quieter and more detached than his own poetry. There are 
a number of reasons for this. In the first place, verse writing in 
China was ahvays very^ mucli a social actitity. Verse composition 
was for centuries a required subject in the civil service examina¬ 
tions; almost any kind of party or outing could be the occasion 
for co-operative or competitive versification; and the exchange 
of terses was a common means of communication between men 
of letters. In China, therefore, the poet was seldom an outsider, 
as he so often has been in Europe, and very few Chinese poets 
felt that they had to be mad or bad in order to assert their 
indindualisra and epaUr Je bourgeois. This in itself was enough 
to make Chinese poetry on the whole more restful than ours. 

But there is another reason. If we consider the history of 
poetic inspiration in the West, w'c find that in the early stages it 
was thought of as a kind of demonic possession in which the poet 
abandoned himself to the hluse. Something of the feeling that 
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the poet is a man set apart from others and as a consequence 
slightly crazed persists even into modern times. Certainly the 
nineteenth-century Romantic poets frequently showed demonic, 
self-destructive tendencies. 

If we look for the supernatural origins of Chinese poetry, 
we find that Ch‘u Yuan and the Ch‘u poets of the third cen¬ 
tury B.c. write poetry which is only at a very short remove from 
the trance utterances of shamans. Ch‘u Yuan, for example, sings 
of aerial travel in a chariot drawn by flying dragons through the 
marvels of a magical, animistic universe. But it is important to 
note that the shaman and the ancient poet were alike controllers 
of this magical universe Ch‘u Yuan does not surrender himself 
to divine possession; on the contrary, he commands the gods of 
earth and sky to wait upon him and do his bidding. 

The spirit journey became for a time a stock-in-trade of the 
Chinese poet. But long after the theme had gone out of fashion 
it survived in other forms. Most often it survived in a kind of 
escapist travel; the journey of the dreamer’s soul in Li Po’s 
Dreaming of ‘TUen-mu, or the fisherman’s journey into the 
pastoral paradise of the Lost Valley in T‘ao Yuan-ming’s Peach- 
Jlower Stream. But always, even when he is most inspired and 
even when he is in retreat from human society, the Chinese poet 
remains very much in control of things.* 

Western readers are sometimes struck by what they do not find 
in Chinese poetry—epic and tragedy, for instance, or religious 
themes, or the elevation of love to a central position. But I do 
not propose to deal with these topics here.^ It has been my 
intention to do no more than touch on some of the problems 

* I have gone into this subject at somewhat greater length in an article 
entitled ‘The Supernatural in Chinese Poetrj ’ published in The Far East 
China and Japan, a University of Toronto Quaiterly supplement (Toronto, 
1961), PP 3 H- 24 - 

^ In my ‘Introductory note’ to this chapter there is some reference to the 
lack of epic and religious poetry. 
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which begin to emerge when a Western reader becomes inter¬ 
ested in Chinese poetrj'. I hope I have at least made it clear that 
his understanding and pleasure can be ycry greatly increased by 
only a little knowledge of the methods and materials of the 
Chinese poet. And it is not impossible that a greater under¬ 
standing of the ‘samenesses and differences’, to use the Chinese 
expression, may ev'cn lead us to reassess some of the views we 
hold about our own poetry. David Hawkls 

(r) THE DEVELOPMENT OF FICTION AND 
DR ATM A 

t 

.‘\i.T«ouGH Western dramatists and novelists have from time 
to time made use of Chinese themes or settings, it cannot be 
claimed that Western literature owes verj' much to Chinese 
fiction or drama. If we were to restrict ourselves to a search for 
influences, we should have to explore the literatures of other Far 
Eastern countries, a journey which would take us far outside the 
proper confines of this book. Instead, the real value for us of 
Chinese fiction and drama lies elsewhere, in the verj* fact of their 
sepanateness. They should possess a special interest precisely 
because ihc)’ are tlic products of a liighly developed, but un¬ 
related, literature. 

Their isolation is one cause of our present lack of knowledge 
about them. Another more important cause is the low esteem in 
which they were traditionally held by Chinese sdtolars. In con¬ 
trast with other genres, to which a vast amount of scholarly 
energy was devoted, the novel in particular remained largely 
unstudied .and unvalued as late as the first decades of this cen¬ 
tury. Since then, detailed research on both fiedon and drama 
has had some impressive achictcmcnts to its credit, but in the 
main these have not yet been made accessible to die W'estern 
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reader.* All he has at his disposal is some successful translations, 
mostly of fiction, a few specialist studies, and not much besides. 
Small wonder if he cannot form any complete picture of the 
nature or development of either genre. 

This essay offers a brief account of the principal stages in the 
development of Chinese fiction and a brief description of the 
main features of the Chinese drama. It is concerned solely with 
the period beginning about the eighth century a.d. and ending 
in the second decade of the twentieth century, when influences 
from abroad transformed the situation entirely. The Chinese 
literature of the period is too complex a matter to discuss as a 
whole. It is necessary instead to speak of more than one distinct 
‘literature’ existing in China at the same time.^ If we think of a 
literature in terms of the composition of the public for which it 
was intended, or in terms of the kind of author who created it, 
we can quite easily distinguish two, and even three, separate but 
concurrent Chinese literatures. Or, alternatively, we may reach 
a roughly similar conclusion by defining a literature in terms of 
the means of communication which it employed.^ 

The first of these means of communication was the classical 
(literary) language, an obsolete form so far as ordinary speech 
went, but a form none the less in which all literature—in the 
qualitative sense of the word—^liad to be composed. (Since fic¬ 
tion and drama are largely outside the province of this literature 

* Almost the only general vork to be translated from Chinese is Lu Hsun's 
A Brief History of Chinese Fiction^ of which an English translation vas pub¬ 
lished in Peking in 1959. It is a pioneer work of literary history, which gives 
an account of the stage which the study had reached—in large measure due 
to the efforts of Lu Hsun himself—by the middle of the 1920’s. In the trans¬ 
lated version some additional notes and corrections arc included. 

- For the sake of brevity the distinctions introduced here are stated bluntly 
and dogmatically. They ought proper^', of course, to be subjected to countless 
modifications. 

^ China was not unique in this complexity. Sec H. M. and N. K. Chadwick, 
The Groseth of Literature, vol. iii (Cambridge, 1940), pp. 697-S. 



The Development of Fictioji and Drama 117 

wc arc not much concerned with it here.) The other two media 
were the spoken language, addressed to a listening public, and 
the written vernacular, addressed to a wide reading public. The 
Htcrarj' language was remote enough from the speech of the day 
to allow a flourishing Oral literature not only to develop, but to 
develop along its own lines; its listening public consisted of the 
great majority of people, cut off from witten literature by their 
inability to read. Between its beginnings and the time of its 
fullest development in the thirteenth century, this literature 
showed many of the familiar features of oral literatures in other 
parts of the world. From the fourteenth century onward, avritten 
worla were made out of the e.\'isting oral literature; they used a 
language which, to put it at its lowest, made some concession to 
the vernacular, and they were clearly intended for a wide, but 
not higldy lettered, readership. From the sixteenth century, an 
increasing number of original works were composed in the same 
medium and for a similar readership. However, a strong demand 
persisted for the oral literature. It continued to exdst, and indeed 
flourishes still at the present time, although hardly with the 
creative vigour that it showed in its heyday. 

Thus during the whole of the period cotered by this essay 
there existed a literature, w-ritten in the literar}' language, which 
constituted the sole recognized literature. An oral literature 
developed in the early part of the period—or well before it, 
depending on one’s definition—which, although sometimes w^rit- 
ten down, was primarily intended for a listening public. And in 
the fourteenth century* there came into existence a tliird litera¬ 
ture, intended for a wider reading public than the recognized 
literature .and composed in a different language, the written 
vernacular.^ 

These distinctions enable us to deal comprehensibly with 
Chinese fiction, but not with the drama, which cuts across 

* It i% referred to belovr as the tcrracular Jiterature, rather than as the 
written vemaculit hterature. 



Lilerature 


ii8 

almost all such boundaries. There are, for example, certain forms 
of the drama which comprehend nearly the whole range of 
Chinese authorship and the rvhole range of the Chinese public. 
Nevertheless, wdthin the drama there is a distinction of a less 
explicit kind—^}^et still dependent on the criterion of authorship 
and even to some extent on that of public—^which has to be 
made. It is a distinction commonly drawn in European litera¬ 
ture—that between the popular and the literary theatre. It was 
from the oral literature in the first place that the Chinese drama 
emerged, and the greater part of ir from that day to this has 
belonged within the sphere of the oral literature. This is the 
popular theatre, the player’s theatre, in which emphasis is placed 
on the performer to the virtual exclusion of the author In addi¬ 
tion to it, however, there is an important body of drama written 
by men equipped to write within the sphere of the recognized 
literature; most of them did indeed contribute to it This is the 
literary theatre which, while it uses the same kind of language as 
the other—the vernacular, though with a far greater dash of 
classical—nevertheless makes on the spectator at least some of 
the demands which the recognized literature makes on its 
readers. The popular theatre was the first to develop, and it w'as 
in the popular theatre that the main innovations first occurred; 
the literary theatre w'as built on a foundation that had already 
been laid As the principal means through which change in the 
drama has taken place, the popular theatre has ramified in the 
course of centuries into a multitude of musically distinct forms 
The literati chose only a few of these forms within which to 
write, but the forms that they chose became the high forms of 
the drama. 

Existing in such proximity, the three literatures ine\dtably 
had a deep effect upon one another. This is naturally most 
marked in regard to subject-matter. Here no single pattern of 
influence is to be discerned; each literature borrowed freely 
from the other two. Sometimes a story from the recognized 
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literature, for csamplc the Western Chamber love story, received 
its most famous treatment in the oral literature or tlie drama; 
sometimes the opposite process occurred. It is significant that 
Avhen a story tvas translated—^for translation is what it amounts 
to—from one literature to another, it was seldom translated 
direct. Instead it uas rendered into a literary form already 
current in tliat literature This is not to deny, of course, that 
literary forms were copied in different literatures, but merely 
to assert that compared u'ith subject-matter they proved less 
imitablc. And when they were copied, moreover, the process 
w.ts one-way. The mot c was almost always ‘upward’, from the 
oral to the vernacular literature, or from the oral to the recog- 
ni/ed. 

It will be obvious that the publics for the three literatures 
corresponded, very roughly, to divisions in Chinese society. In 
the nature of its authorship and of its audience, the oral litera¬ 
ture was mainly a plebeian art. In this respect it has to be sharply 
distinguished from the oral literatures of those countries where, 
because there was not the same plurality of medium tliat existed 
in China, the court minstrel or the court story-teller played the 
most formative role. It is true that some Chinese performers re¬ 
ceived royal patronage, but they were a relatively small number, 
and they do not seem—admittedly tvith certain exceptions— 
to have had a special influence upon their art. The typical 
Chinese performer carried on his profession as a branch of enter¬ 
tainment, in public and before a p.tying audience. The practical 
impetus behind most of the oral literature and most of the 
vernacular literature is .an immediate commercial one; it is this 
motive, as much as anything, which sets these two apart from 
the recognized literature. 

Chinese fiction is the preserve of the oral and vernacular 
literatures. Tlic one important exception is a kind of prose tale, 
usuallj- iairly short, which belongs to the recognized literature. 
(It wasin this form that the first version of the Western Chamber 
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story was written.) The drama, as we have seen, cuts across 
these boundaries; nevertheless, if only because of its popular 
origins and its preponderant use of the vernacular language, it 
also deserves to be considered together with the two non- 
recognized literatures. Thus it is with these two that this essay 
is chiefly concerned. 

Our knowledge of oral fiction in its early phase is almost 
entirely due to the discovery at the beginning of this century of 
a cache of manuscripts. They were found in caves at Tunhuang 
in the far west of China, and had presumably been taken there 
centuries earlier from the libraries of local monasteries. Apart 
from numerous manuscripts of Buddhist scriptures and a variety 
of other documents, they contained several score pieces of narra¬ 
tive which were clearly intended for oral performance.^ Some 
were ballads, others were prose, others again were in alternate 
verse and prose (for singing or chanting and speaking, respec¬ 
tively), a form which, allowing for countless variations, a great 
part of Chinese oral literature takes even today.^ In technique, 
although they do not bear comparison with later stories, they 
are far from rudimentary. Their characters are mostly named, 
and they include a liberal amount of speech and dialogue. The 
familiar division^ into heroic and non-heroic can be applied to 
them, although, perhaps because of the circumstances of their 
preservation, the non-heroic stories far outweigh the heroic 
ones. Most of the former kind are stories of Buddhist hagiology, 
remoulded by the popular imagination. There are folk-tales, as 
well as one or two items, such as a cursing, which remind us of 
the early stages of oral literature in other countries."^ There are 
stories taken from history; some are heroic, but others, although 
concerned with the matter of heroic fiction, stress miraculous 
intervention above the quahties of personal prowess and valour. 

* A. Waley (tr.), Ballads and Stories from Tnn-htiang (London, i960). 

^ For similar forms in other languages see Chadwick, op cit., p 716. 

3 Ibid., pp. 727 ff. 4 Ibid , pp 841-4. 
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There arc two stories about local campaigns in the ninth century 
which arc in the heroic vein; they seem to show that there was a 
contemporary tradition of heroic narrative. 

The only dated manuscripts—the dates refer to their copy¬ 
ing and not to their composition—are of the tenth century, but 
we know from other records that this kind of oral literature 
•was already current as early as the eighth. It is clear that at that 
time one use of the oral tale or ballad was as an instrument of 
evangelizing Buddhism. But monks were by no means the only 
singers and narrators of the early literature; they were merely 
its best-documented kind of performer. 

II 

The decisive stage in the gro'vvth of Chinese fiction and drama 
was brought about by a physical development of the Chinese 
city—^the establishing, on a large scale, of centres of public enter¬ 
tainment. It was in these centres that stor}’'-telling flourished 
as never before, and that the drama emerged for the first time. 
The close conjunction of the two arts, as well as the nature of 
the place in which they were practised, e.xplains a great deal 
about cadi of them. 

The capital cities of the Northern and Southern Sung (tenth 
to thirteenth centuries) enjoyed, in the eyes of people Imng at 
that time, .t rcmarLiblc affluence.* Contemporarj' accounts cata¬ 
logue in %\onderment, as part of the prosperous city life of those 
da)'?, .til their multitude of varied entertainments. The form 
that the centres took was of a number of areas within which, in 
booths and enclosures, everj' conceivable art and spectacle was 

* Tor a dc'cription of the Southern Sung capital of Ltn-an (modem Hang- 
chov) see Jacques Gtrnet, Daily Life in China on the Eve of the Mongol 
Inx^thn nso-isyC, transbted by H. AI. tVright (London, 1962), especially 
the Jtctioa on amusements, pp. 222-7. This svas the city of Qubsai svhere 
Marco Polo lived for some time at the end of the same century and of wWch 
he has left a lengthy description. Sec A C. Moule and Paul Pelliot (tr.). 
Mstco Mo' 7 h( Dfscrifiion if tie H’ortd, z vols. (London, 1938). 
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offered to the public. 7 'he largest of the booths in the Northern 
Sung capital, so v.’c arc told, was able to accommodate set oral 
thousand spectators; and apparently the Southern Sung capital 
outdid its predccessoi. 'I'lie relatitc prosperity of the cities gate 
to the performer a st.iblc living and a chance to perfect his art. 

The performer t\as a professional, spcciali/.ed to a high degree 
Among the stort -tellers, for c.vamplc, were men who narrowed 
their special fields down to a span more restricted than that of 
the modern scholar—the fifty years of the Five Dynasties period, 
say, or the Three Kingdoms. 'Fhere is a general division among 
the story-tellers w'hich springs from the nature of their source 
material as well as from their narrative technique. First, there 
were the tellers of religious and miraculous stories; they used 
an alternate prose and verse form. Second, there were the ‘his¬ 
torians’, W'ho narrated chronicle history with a strong admixture 
of legend. Third, there were the narrators of a species of stor)' 
for which it is hard to find an English label, although its most 
important single constituent was the story of everyday life.* 

In this environment the Cliincse drama developed. The art of 
the drama in China has so many dimensions that the origins of 
the genre, depending on the element one selects, can be placed 
at almost any time wdthin a space of a thousand years. As a date, 
the beginning of the tw'clfth century is, it must be admitted, 
only a degree or tw'o less arbitrary than any other. Yet it is the 
first time that the performance of a named play is recorded. It is 
mentioned in an account of the Northern Sung capital, and the 
play. Mu-hen Rescues bis Mother, w’as a Buddhist miracle-play of 
which the subject-matter is familiar from the Tunhuang stories. 
It was performed just before a religious festival to which its 
theme was related. Significantly, it was performed by profes¬ 
sionals within the centres of public entertainment.- 

* The whole category is loosely referred to in this ess.ay as ‘stories of every¬ 
day life’. 

^ Meng Yuan-lao, Tung-chtng meng-bua lit, chuan 8. 
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^^'e cm gain an idea of the close relationship between the 
narrative and dramatic arts from a passage in the heroic novel, 
tlic Shii-hii chuan,^ for although the novel itself was put together 
about the fourteenth century, there is good reason to believe 
that this passage refers to a much earlier time. It describes the 
performance of a ‘medley’—a narrative form of which the parts 
arc alternately sung and spoken—which takes place in a Shan¬ 
tung market-town. The singer-narrator is a girl from the capital 
‘as outstanding in her beauty as in her art’. The girl’s father 
evidently stage-manages her performance, and comes forward 
to appeal for donations when it has reached a height of inter¬ 
est. In the intertMl, w'hile the money is being gathered in from 
the audience, some actors come on and play a comic interlude. 
Thus, in these circumstances at least, a form of story-telling and 
an early form of play make up the same programme. 

Apart from the performers, w'ho are well documented, even 
to the names and specialities of scores of them, there were other 
contributors to these arts of whom very little is known. These 
were the writers, who w'orked collectively in small groups to 
compile, adapt, embellish, and conceivably even create, the 
story-teller’s or actor’s material. They must have been men with 
a certain amount of literary education, but w’ithout enough to 
qualify for a civil service post, who turned to this trade to make a 
living. Some of their texts, initially compiled perhaps as prompt¬ 
books for the story-teller, have sundved, although it is impossible 
to know what changes they may have undergone at the hands of 
later editors. Such writers were in the service of the oral litera¬ 
ture; their function needs to be distinguished from that of the 
long line of men from many different positions in Chinese 
SfKicty, sometimes from commercial motives and sometimes not, 
who have prepared the oral texts for publication, and have thus 
sen cd as middlemen between the oral and vernacular literatures. 

Only within the last decade have the first steps been taken to 

* Chapter 51. 
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record something of the fecund tradition of oral narrative. One 
contemporary example may suffice to illustrate the transmission 
of the art and to sho-w' how specialized it is. Wang Shao-t‘angis the 
most famous exponent of a special style of saga which has been 
current in the city of Yangchow and thereabouts for at least two 
centuries. His speciality, the saga of Wu Sung, one of the Shut-hu 
chjian heroes, is of prodigious length; it came to about a million 
characters when it was recorded, and it lasts him for seventy-five 
days of storj^-telling, with a two-hour stint each day. He can 
trace the descent of this material, his stock-in-trade, from fatlier 
to son, master to pupil, for at least a hundred years, and it 
probably goes back much farther still. Each man has added 
something to it; it has trebled in length in those hundred years. 
Apparently there are still thirty performers practising this art in 
Yangchow alone ^ 


in 

The texts based on the early prompt-books, as well as the 
novels that writers fashioned out of the existing story-cycles, 
belong at the same time to both the oral and vernacular litera¬ 
tures; they are the culmination of the one and the starting-point 
of the other. 

The Hsi-yu chi, parts of which have been translated by Arthur 
Waley under the title of Monkey, is the most famous of the 
novels fashioned out of the magical or miraculous kind of story- 
cycle. The cycle was given its definitive treatment by Wu 
Ch‘eng-en, an official and minor poet of the sixteenth centur)^ 
Like the other story-cycles, it has a nucleus of historical fact, the 
overland journey made by Hsuan-tsang to India in the seventh 
century a.d. Such a journey, undertaken for the pious purpose of 
fetching back some Buddhist scriptures to China, proved a con¬ 
venient peg on which to hang adventure after adventure, with¬ 
out too much need for co-ordination. At an early date, the 
* See Wu Sung (NanHng, 1959), vol, i, pp. 1-3, vol. li, pp. iiii-ji- 
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fantastic talc of a monlcey possessed of miraculous powers was 
added to the cycle; he becomes Hsuan-tsang’s helper on his long 
and perilous journey. This is the stage reached in the earliest sur¬ 
viving form of the cycle, a text which may date from as early 
as the thirteenth century.* The gulf between it and the stage 
represented by the sixteenth-century Hst-yu chi is a huge one. 
The e.arlicr work contains no other named disciple besides Mon¬ 
key, nor any account of how Monkey acquired his miraculous 
powers, or of his tumultuous rebellion against the gods of the 
Xaoist and Buddhist pantheons. And its record of the dangers 
that beset the pilgrims on their way to India is short of interest 
and humour, a mere catalogue of perils endured. Consider for a 
moment the treatment the two works give to an episode which 
they have in common—the visit to the Country of Women. In 
the earlier work, when the queen proposes that Hsiian-tsang, a 
Buddhist priest, should take the place at her side and reign as 
king, he refuses, and that is the end of the matter; she acquiesces 
tearfully in his decision. There is no hint whatever of that hectic 
tussle on the roj'al couch by means of which, in the later work, 
the priest so narrowly contrives to honour his monastic vow. 

The origins of the cycle were, in part at least, a religious tale, a 
saint’s life; and if we bear in mind the history of the word 
‘legend’, we shall not be surprised at its transformation into 
something fantastic. Nor, if we consider the medieval miracle- 
pka.vs, shall we be surprised at the infusion of the comic and the 
grotesque into a religious storj'. Tlie cycle had a long career in 
the popular theatre before the Ilsi-yu chi was ever compiled, and 
even if the novel owes no direct influence to the drama, it may 
well hare been affected by that comic spirit in which its saints 
and deities, priests and nuns arc commonly conceived. 

llic }Isi~yu chi is a comic novel of vast and varied subtlety. 
Fantastic though its characters are, they nevertheless have both 
a consistency .and a shape. Thus, although they clearly have an 
'■ 7 a 7 ‘ar^ sen-uarg cb'a-eht-g shib-hua. 
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allegorical referencCj to say as mucli is by no means to dismiss 
them. Monkey is subversive Mt, perspicacity, arrogance, mis¬ 
chief. Pigsy represents the fleshly appetites, plus a cumbrous 
animal cunning; he plays a kind of comic Caliban to Monkey’s 
Ariel, The action of the novel springs from the byplay between 
these two grotesque disciples, and from the interplay between 
them and the priest Hsuan-tsang, and between all three of them 
and the assorted ogres, magicians, temptresses, &c., that they 
meet en route. Part of the comedy is produced by disparity, 
disparity between what we expect and what turns out to be 
the case, and the deliberate disparity between the tone of the 
author’s narrative and the event he describes Irony is piled on 
irony; among all the spiritual creatures—and they include Mon¬ 
key and Pigsy, who are really fallen angels trying, by escorting 
Hsuan-tsang to India, to work their passage back to heavenly 
favour—it is the human being, Hsuan-tsang, who alone shows 
any trace of moral behaviour. And yet by a further twist this 
only lands him in absurdity and ineffectiveness. By turns cau¬ 
tious and credulous, law-abiding, anxious to do the right thing, 
he is lost in a world of amoral creatures who e.xhibit nothing but 
the most venal of human instincts. The spiritual beings are 
brought down to the mundane level where comedy is possible; 
the tone of the book is almost wholly ribald. Magnificent fun is 
had with all the established mysteries of religion, and, through 
them, tvith the whole human set-up. 

The two great novels of the heroic kind both passed through 
the hands of the same remarkable writer, Lo Kuan-chung. 
Otherwise known as a playwright, and liwng in the fourteenth 
century, he is said to have compiled one of them himself (San-kiio 
yen-i)^ but merely to have revised the manuscript of a contem¬ 
porary, Shill Nai-an, in the case of the other {Shui-hu chuon).^ 

* C. H. Brewitt-Taylor (tr.), San kito or Romance oj the Three Kingdoms, 
2 vols. (Shanghai, 1925). 

2 Pearl Buck (tr.), All Men are Brothers (New York, 1937)- See also 
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I’lic two novels differ vastly in style and language. 'Flic former is 
terse, and tvritten in a language that tends always toward, but 
never quite reaches, a simple form of the literarj’, while the other 
i<; full, c.vprcssive, working out the issues minutely in terms of the 
individual, and written, with the exception of the formulaic 
passages, in the current vernacular. The two works arc, in fact, 
the product of two different techniques of story-telling. The 
StV!-ktio represents, at one remove, the tradition of historical 
narrative; the Shui-hu belongs, in point of its technique, to the 
stories of everyday life. However, different though they arc in 
technique, from the thematic point of view they must be 
considered together. Both make similar assumptions about 
human character, and both share the same scale of values. As 
works in the heroic mould, they need to be discussed together 
just as one might discuss epic poetry and saga in the same 
context. 

The San-km has as background the histoiy of the Three 
Kingdoms, that half-ceniur}' of intermittent civil war which 
followed the collapse of the Han Dynasty, and which ended 
only when China was reunited under the Chin. Like one or two 
similar periods, this one has a spcci.al force of fascination for the 
story-teller; because the emperor’s power is derisory, the natural 
leaders arc able to aim at the greatest of earthly prizes. But 
simply because no limits are set to ambition, the dangers in the 
way ofthe ambitious arc slmrp and real. The leader feels impelled 
to grasp the prize, but, like Shakespeare’s Henry IV, he may find 
th.-»t grasping it is merely the beginning of his troubles. The 
novel is about men in pursuit of power and the means that they 
use, political and militarj* skill, daring, intrigue. As it narrow’s 
down from a horde of characters to the three great protagonists, 
so it opens out spati.tUy, from the confines of the royal palace 
with its dying emperor, tvith his empress, concubines, princes, 

R. <,». Irwin, Tit Kvilsthn ef a Ckitstft Noitl; Sbni-bu ebttan (Cambridge, 
> 953 )- 
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ministers, eunuchs, and so forth, to the three men each ensconced 
in his third of China. At the first, because of the book’s laconic 
treatment, its many characters are dehumanized, so that one has 
the same impression as when watching Eisenstein’s Ivan series; 
later, the fewer characters are described more amply, and a good 
deal of the novel’s tension arises from the interplay among 
them. 

The two novels share a familiar heroic ethic, although it is not 
unmixed with Confucian precept. The crucial bond is that be¬ 
tween leader and led, or between sworn-brother and sworn- 
brother. All other relationships are depreciated in comparison. 
Righteous mothers in the San-kno pour scorn on sons who, for 
their sake, have committed some act of mild disloyalty. More 
than once are a hero’s downfall and disgrace attributed directly 
to his uxoriousness. A father’s feeling for his son is consciously 
placed below his love for his sworn-brother This is not to say 
that the hero’s ethic, even when observed, does not issue forth in 
tragedy. It is because Liu Pei cannot put aside his obsessional 
desire for revenge for his sworn-brother’s death that he is im¬ 
pelled into the fatal strategic blunder which puts an end to his 
ambition. 

It is from Liu Pei’s viewpoint that we see most of the action. 
Chang Fei, one of his sworn-brothers, is the kind of impetuous, 
hot-tempered, brutal-in-his-cups hero that is so common in all 
the heroic stories. Kuan Yu, the other one, is the epitome of a 
soldier’s honour; accordingly, he is continually inveigled by the 
author into tense situations in which there is no straightfor- 
■ wardly honourable mode of action. Chu-ko Liang, the strategist, 
is a compound of scholar-hermit and magician, mesmerizing the 
opposition with the simplicity and audacity of his campaigns. 
Later in the book the magical element in the Chu-ko Liang 
stories grows; the seven surrenders of the King of the Man, for 
instance, have the symmetry of pure fairy-tale. Yet all of these 
men are dwarfed by their arch-enemy, Ts‘ao Ts‘ao, a character 
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ofa complexity that is rarely even attempted in heroic literature.^ 
He is ambitious in a vaunting, accursed way, morbidly suspicious 
of all those about him, ruthless to the ultimate degree yet not 
begrudging honour where honour is due. He has moments of 
self-awareness which set him apart from the other characters. 
Vet over his deepest motives there hangs a fog of ambiguity 
which the author has deliberately contrived to place there. 

'I'hc Shu}~hu is equally concerned with the wording out of the 
heroic ethic in terms of behaviour. Its nucleus was a real re¬ 
bellion in the province of Shantung early in tlic twelfth century. 
And although few of its people and events can be traced to 
historical fact, it does adhere with remarkable fidelity to the 
character of those popular uprisings which have been endemic in 
Chinese history, especially as regards the nature of their leader¬ 
ship and the note of messianic prophecy which clings to them. 
Most of the book is concerned xvith the careers of indiHdual 
heroes before—often for no fault of their own—they have to flee 
from the law's condemnation. Some at least of these individual 
sagas are known to have been in existence before the novel itself 
was compiled, while some of thenr, as we have seen, arc still being 
narrated in that form today, influenced though they no doubt 
are by the novel’s treatment. For a while the outlaws operate as 
a hand, repulsing the forces sent against them, until they receive 
an Imperial pardon and are enlisted as a corps in the army to 
help in suppressing other enemies of state. (The incident of the 
pardon is an interesting example of the way popular legend 
works. The suggestion that tlicy be p.nrdoned was actually made, 
but never taken up; they were crushed by force.) The novel ends 
• Cf, C, M. Bowra, Iltrtie Ptftry (London, igjs), p. 306. The follow- 
ins dtjcripiion would applv eguall^- well to the method of portrayal in the 
SsK‘h^': 'The poet soIvm this problem (i e. of describing coraplesaty of 
character] In* presenting not a complex siuauon in a hero's tool at a given 
moment but a teries of pathological stater which jna) loot inconsistent, as 
they appear la luccenion. bat are actually consistent enough if \re see that 
this h a way of treating what is really a single problem.’ 

«ifn ’ K 
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on a note of muted tragedy, as the heroes die one by one, ill- 
fitted for the role they find themselves in, ignored by their 
patrons or betrayed by their enemies. 

The focus on events of the Shui-hu is altogether different from 
that of the San-kno. The novel is restricted, in terms of the time 
and space of its action, to a small part of the other tvork. No 
empire hangs in the balance. Instead it is concerned with per¬ 
sonal prowess, with tactics rather than strategy Its characteristic 
hero is the outlaw-adventurer rather than the warrior; as a type, 
it is a later development in heroic literature. In keeping with its 
concentration on the minutiae of heroic action, the language of 
the Shui-hu is outstanding for its precise evocation- of the 
physical; some of its fights, sieges, and trials of strength—Wu 
Sung’s fight with the tiger, for example—^liave become classics 
of their kind of prose. The novel has, of course, its set pieces of 
description, balanced and hyperbolic, e.xpressed in formulae. 
These, together with the occasional long passages of verse which 
resume the prose account of some action, are equivalent to the 
stock elements of epic poetry. It has, too, a power which is rarely 
found in early Chinese fiction, the power of original, or seemingly 
original, imagery. Thus when Wu Sung has beaten the tiger into 
a lifeless mass, it is described as Ipng on the ground ‘like a great 
brocaded bag’. But the characteristic excellence of the style is 
its seizure of some accurately observed detail which opens up 
before the reader’s ej'es the vision of a whole scene. 

In the three novels we have dealt t\ith the chief concern has 
always been with larger-than-life character. However stirring 
the adventures that befall a hero, it is always the hero himself 
who is of paramount interest. Although the character of the 
heroes in the three novels is relatively static, and develops hardly 
at all, the hero is still infinitely more important than any one of 
his actions. It may be true to say that when a hero appears who is 
greater than the circumstances that give him birth, we have the 
beginnings of a story-cycle. At any rate, the Chinese story-teller 
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ua? not solely concerned with such men or such creatures. 
.Among the storic.-^ of everyday life, in particular, tiierc arc many 
uhosc interest lies in a carefully turned plot. 

It is so long now since criticism paid any attention to so 
humble a thing as plot, %shich is thought of, if at all, as being one 
of the mere mechanics of the writer’s craft, one degree higher 
than his ability to type, that to make such a statement may seem 
to condemn tlicsc stories to the level of second-class literature. 
But that would be to forget that the first function of the story¬ 
teller—not necessarily the first function of the novelist—is to 
make an interesting narrative pattern of men and events. It 
would be to ignore, too, the pitch to which the fashioning of such 
plots c.m be brought in the hands of the virtuoso; some of the 
Ciiincsc stories, Fifteen Strings of Cashp for c\amplc, or the 
Penrl~se:i‘n Shirt,^ have the inevitability and symmetry of those 
stories acquired by Chaucer which, because of their inherent 
perfection, had already gone the rounds of medieval liuropc. 
Such stories represent the art of story-making carried to its 
highest level, which is to say, the manipulation of men and 
events into an aesthetically pleasing form. Their characters, 
although carefully observed and seemingly authentic, are never¬ 
theless worth no more than their position in the storj* warrants. 

It is tempting to sec some of the special features of the short 
story as instances of the same virtuosity. The prologue which 
every storj* possesses is one example. It may consist of no more 
than 3 few lines of verse, with a fbw* general comments to point 
the moral. Or it may be a whole storj* in miniature, which either 
anticipates the main storj*—occasionally with a twist at the 
end—or che runs directly counter to it. The humdrum function 
of the prologue, so it is supposed, was that it kept the audience 

‘ Vang H«cn-jiand G!sd\s Yang (tr.). Tbe Courtesan’s^tKel Bov (Peking, 
> 95 ')- rP- 4 J-€' 3 - 5 *or a study of thU kind of «ciy see J. L. Bsstiop. The Col- 
Short Sttry tu China (Cambridge, Mas*., 1956) 

* Cyri! Bird) lu.).StariafrenaMing Cditethn (London, 1958), pp. 37*96. 
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happy while a few late-comers were inveigled in. But it is surely 
possible to see in it, in the most skilful hands, a further exercise 
of the story-teller’s art. As such it would hardly be the first 
element of a literary form to serve both a practical and an 
aesthetic end. 

For all this, there is a danger in thinking of these stories in the 
light of those of Chaucer and Boccaccio. That would be to miss 
what is, I suppose, their unique characteristic, their penchant 
for documentation, for hard, irreducible, business-like fact. It 
was one of the story-teller’s main concerns to make his material 
seem authentic. Hence he never glosses over the details of daily 
life, but gives them fully and accurately, and even goes out of 
his way to augment them. And the narrator projects himself 
as constantly on guard against the incredulity of his audience. 

IV 

The Chtn P‘ing Mei,^ written at the end of the sixteenth 
century, may not be the first novel expressly composed as part of 
the vernacular literature, but it illustrates admirably the change 
from what was, essentially, an act of compiling to one of indi¬ 
vidual creation. The story which provides its framework is taken 
from the Shut-hu chuan, where it occupies four or five chapters: 
it is one of the adventures—^the most famous, as it happens— 
which befall Wu Sung. But the story is altered; Wu Sung, whose 
very participation justified the inclusion of the episode in the 
other novel, is thrust on one side, and his vengeance on his sister- 
in-law and her paramour postponed until near the end of the 
work. There is nothing heroic about the Chin PHng Mei\ it is an 
unbelievably detailed account of a few years in the life of a single 
household. Wu Sung, when he returns to take his vengeance, 
even seems a little incongruous in this settled commercial world. 

Despite the author’s eclectic borrowing—passages from half a 
dozen stories, a play or two, as well as scores of popular songs are 
* Clement Egerton (tr.). The Golden Lotus, 4 vols. (London, 1939)- 
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actiiall)' woven into die narrative—the work is essentially a new 
creation. Tiie borrowing of material on so wide, if not so very 
lavish, a scale merely e.xemplifies the current conditions of w'rit- 
ing in the vernacular literature. The borrow cd passages fulfil 
little or no function] if anything, they weaken the sense of unity 
witli which the book elsewhere impresses the reader. They show 
the author, without any precedent for a novel of this kind, cast¬ 
ing about among all the available methods of writing. His most 
striking experiment is the use of popular song for a dramatic 
purpose, a spasmodic attempt, based on the drama, to add a new 
dimension to a novel-form wliich had always been inept at 
c.xpressing the thoughts and passions of its characters. 

It is true that in its subject-matter the Chin PHng Mei does 
bear some resemblance to the stories of everyday life. The most 
significant new figures in those stories were those of the mer¬ 
chant and artisan, in contrast to the warrior or the outlaw' of the 
heroic sagas. But in the Chin P‘ir.g Mei the corrupt world of 
business and politics in sixteenth-century China is explored in 
infinitely greater detail than ever the earlier stories explored 
their environment. Furthermore, in the novel, plot is no longer 
paramount; a shift of emphasis has taken place to character 
rather than plot, to lifesize character, that is to say, and not to 
the larger-than-life character of the earlier novels. The charac¬ 
ters of the Chin P‘ing Mei arc new in more than one respect; 
they are more complc.x, and they are more varied, especially 
among rite women, than characters in earlier fiction. Even more 
important, they show the notion of character development 
applied for the first time in tlie Chinese novel. 

The work is famous, and justifiably so, for its detailed erotic 
descriptions, and it is obviously related to a Chinese tradition of 
erotic writing. But its ccnu.al preoccupation lies ebewhere, in its 
perception of people as engaged, willy-nilly, consciously or un¬ 
consciously, in a struggle for social status. Its women are crea¬ 
tures of a complexity the earlier novel had never sought to attain, 
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and the book documents to the last detail their fierce, if inter¬ 
mittent, competition within the household. And in this competi¬ 
tion the erotic scenes have, to some degree at least, a functional 
part to play. But that is only half of the matter. The master of 
the household is also a shopkeeper turned businessman and 
moneylender, who dabbles in politics. He is evidently a repre¬ 
sentative of a newly emerging social group in a world in which 
everything, save the very highest office, seems to depend on 
money. If one defines the novel as m some way concerned with 
depicting social change or conflict by the careful documentation 
of the texture of a society, then the Chm PAng RIei is the first 
true Chinese novel. 

We do not know the author’s identity, and we can only 
speculate about the circumstances in which his novel was written. 
Yet there are historical reasons which make it especially appro¬ 
priate that it should have been written at this time. The climate 
of thinking among a section of established writers seems to have 
been changing with regard to the oral and vernacular literatures. 
The causes of this change, speculative at best, need not concern 
us here, but its effects are obHous; they are seen in the collecting 
and editing of songs, stories, novels, and plays, as well as in the 
maintenance by great patrons of their own private dramatic 
troupes. This was the time when the literary theatre flourished 
again, using a form of the Southern Drama. Connected with 
the change was another development of equal or greater impor¬ 
tance—the discovery by publishers of a wider reading public for 
works written in the vernacular or in a simple form of the literary 
language. This development in itself, which can be paralleled 
easily enough in the early history of the English novel, had a great 
effect upon the number and nature of the works that were writ¬ 
ten, as well as on the kind of people who wrote them. 

From the seventeenth century until it petered out in the early 
years of the twentieth, the Chinese novel defies the simple 
generalization. Alongside a copious fiction which repeats the 
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theme? and treatment of the great early models, there arc other 
worhs which arc practically new in form and feeling. The most 
famous of these latter novels were wTitten by men who were well 
fitted by training and social position to write within the tradi¬ 
tion of tlie recognized literature. So, no doubt, they would have 
done, had that choice not limited them intolerably with regard 
to form and language. Ts'ao Chan, author of the greatest 
Chinese novel, that unfinished masterpiece the Hung-lou mengP 
makes tlie point c.xp!icitly in his first chapter. He defends, in 
effect, his choice of the novel-form on the grounds of the 
naturalness of its language, while at the same time sharply dif¬ 
ferentiating his novel from other currently popular kinds by 
reason of its truth to life. It was natural that men such as he 
carried over into the novel the whole w'orld of feeling inculcated 
by the recogni/cd literature. The Hung-lou vieng, in which the 
elements of plot, character, character development, and the 
author’s feelings about hi>; characters merge into one dramatic 
whole, shows a far greater sensibility than is met with elsewhere 
in Chinese fiction. 'I’his is not merely the sensibility of feeling 
expressed by one highly articulate character to another, but that 
produced by means of the author’s narrative style with its subtly 
emotive .nmibols. Anotlfcr effect of the entry of mcn-of-lctters 
into Vernacular literature was the surrendering of the narrator’s 
old e.xternal vantage-point and the intrusion of the author into 
the novel. In theyu-liu tcai-skibp this seems merely to take the 
form of the author’s representing himself as one of the cliaractcrs 
in the book, against whose behaviour other characters are 
mirrored. Bnt this is a trivial change; essentially the author 
retains the narrator’s vantage-point because the nature of his 
work favours it; it is an arrangement of case-histories of official 

* Chi-clicn Wang {u.}. Drf<im of the Red Chamber {London, 1959). Tor a 
suidv of the tcholark proWenw pmeiucd by ihi» novel sec Wu Shih-ch'ang, 
fits the Red Chamber Dream (Oxford, iqSi), 

* Vat'S i and Gladvr Vang (tr.), The Scholars (Peking. 1957). 
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careers, presented with low-pitched, but deadly, satire. With 
the Hung-lou meng it is different; the novel is created out of 
the author’s direct and imagined experience in a way which in 
our modern literature has become a commonplace. There are 
countless points of correspondence between the author’s experi¬ 
ences—including things reported to him—and the events of 
the novel. It is a picture of a great and noble house in its days 
of decline—set against an objectively described background of 
eighteenth-century life—^^%'hen the prop of Imperial patronage, 
which has long sustained it, begins to be withdrawn. So it was 
with Ts‘ao Chan’s own family. In part at least, the novel is his 
‘recherche du temps perdu’. 


V 

The drama, like the novel, is stamped with the die of the 
performer. The novel never finally rid itself of the last vestiges 
of the story-teller’s manner; even those works w’hich, in treat¬ 
ment and insight, are at the farthest possible remove from the 
story-teller still retain, in some slight degree, the mark of his 
trade. Similarly, in the theatre, it is the common player, his pro¬ 
fessionalism and his mode of organization, w'hich have determined 
the nature of dramatic convention. The formation and develop¬ 
ment of the drama have been largely in the hands of the act¬ 
ing troupes of the popular theatre. Hence the most instructive 
comparison is with the popular theatre of other countries, in 
particular, perhaps, with that best-documented professional 
popular theatre of Europe, the commedia delVarte. 

Both theatres are concerned wdth a mixture of arts—act¬ 
ing, singing, tumbling, pantomime among them. The Chinese 
troupes, like the Italians, who often based their scenarios on 
existing literary plays, took their material from wherever they 
found it, freely adapting from earlier drama. Both theatres are 
dominated by the notion of the role or stock character-type, a 
fairly sure sign of the supremacy of the professional actor. In 
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China tins is even today still the case; the long and arduous 
training, at least as long and at least as arduous as that of the 
hallct-danccr, is directed towards a single speciality in which, 
once he has made his mark, an actor may play during the whole 
of his working life, so exacting are the standards of singing and 
movement required of him. Perhaps it is not entirely fanciful to 
see some resemblance even between the nature of the individual 
roles. There arc roles in the Chinese theatre not so very dis¬ 
similar to that of the and as for Faniescap her doubles 

can be seen in a hundred Chinese plays. In both theatres each 
role has its appropriate kind of costume. And we can easily equate 
the masks of the commedia wnth the heavy, caricaturing make-up 
of the Chinese stage. Finally, anyone who has seen Chinese 
comedy will be able to visualize the lazzip that pantomime 
stock-in-trade of the Italian comedian. 

But a comparison with the commedia dcll'arte can be taken too 
far. The Chinese drama is not, as the Italian was, mere improvi- 
zaiion upon a scenario. And although the latter’s repertory did 
extend on occasion to serious drama, it would be absurd to com¬ 
pare it in terms of range or value to the Chinese theatre. The 
reason is one that serves as the motif for this essay: like some 
forms of the oral literature, the Chinese popular theatre was 
established, institutionalized almost, and hence brought to a 
tnanscendent pitch of excellence, such as no popular theatre in 
Europe, because of constant competition from the literaiy' 
theatre, has ever att.ained. 

Furthermore, comparison with the commedia will never do 
justice to the place of singing and music in the Chinese drama. 
Of all its elements, including speech, declamation, balletic 
dance, mock-combat, tumbling, symbolic gesture and action, 
make-up and costume, unquestionably song and music are the 

' Ste AlJardvce XicoJi, Mitres at-.d Miracles (Lontlon, 1931), 

rr. 3f.7-Si, 

Ibid., pp. a 42 -s. J Ibid., pp. aip-zj. 
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most important. The Cliinese drama has a musical structure as 
well as a dramatic structure, and the single most valued art of 
the performer is his singing. The whole of the traditional 
Chinese drama can quite reasonably be described as a species of 
opera Yet, having made this statement, one is compelled imme¬ 
diately to qualify it The composer, as such, docs not exist 
Instead, for any single form of drama there is a stock repertory of 
tunes, from amongst which the librettist makes his choice (A 
choice, one must add, which proves to be governed by fairly 
strict conventions ) If ive can speak of a composer in the modern 
sense at all, then he is the one who helps to establish the reper¬ 
tory in the first place The musician Wei Liang-fu, for example, 
in the sixteenth century, is credited with so arranging and en¬ 
larging the music of the opera of his own locality that it came to 
serve as the vehicle for the second great literary drama of China. 
For this reason, the parallel that comes to mind, the European 
ballad opera of the eighteenth century, must also be rejected. 
Although many of the tunes of the Chinese drama were origin¬ 
ally derived from popular song, by the time they came to be 
widely used in drama they had already been classified as part 
of a stock repertory; they were not pressed into service ad hoc. 
Nor did the ballad opera, at least as represented by the work of 
Gay, show anything like the degree of musical organization 
which characterizes the Chinese drama. 

Music and song are the main elements of change in the 
Chinese drama. Changes in other elements, such as the allocation 
of the singing parts, there have certainly been, but it is pre¬ 
dominantly the music and style of singing which differentiate 
one kind of drama from another. If we consider the hundreds of 
different kinds of drama at present being played in China— 
including all the local varieties—they differ most of all in respect 
of music and singing, less in respect of dramatic convention, and 
least of all as regards subject-matter. 

The author of a play was primarily a librettist. The copious 
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dramatic criticism of the literar}' theatre does deal tvitli the art 
of lihretto-writing, but it concentrates above all on the kind of 
criteria which arc properly applied to poetry. And poetic drama 
is indeed tvhat the literary drama amounted to. It is, for 
example, in IjtIcs and lyric sequences of the kind used in the 
drama that much of the freshest and most original poetry from 
the thirteenth century onxvard is preserved It is not far-fetched 
to compare the hterarj’ drama, in respect of its language, with 
the poetic drama of the Elizabethans. At its best, when the 
musical structure and the dramatic structure complement each 
other,-and the songs with their highly charged poetic language 
fit the moments of real passion in the play, it provides as com¬ 
plete a theatrical experience as one can imagine. 

There were two periods during which poets w’crc especially 
attracted into the theatre. In the thirteenth and fourteenth 
centuries—including the time W'hen China w'as under Mongol 
occupation—^thc chosen form was that of the Northern Drama. 
In the sixteenth and scventeentli centuries, it was a variety of 
the Southern Drama. For a time the Mongol rulers of China 
suspended the examination sptem—^virtually the only respect¬ 
able road to worldly success—which had long been one of the 
main supports of the recognized literature. This is one of the 
rea'ons whicli may have caused writers to enter the theatre who 
othcrwi'-c would not have considered doing so. As to the re¬ 
crudescence of the poetic drama in the sixteenth century, it 
was probably related to the shift of opinion we mentioned earlier, 
and in particular to the growing practice among great patrons of 
keeping their owti acting troupes, 

Tlic Nonhern Drama was short, restrictiv'c in form, concen¬ 
trated in effect. Nevenhclcss, by the device of radic.al fore¬ 
shortening which the Cliincsc drama possesses—a character on 
entering utters what is in effect an explanatorj- prologue to the 
audience—it could cope wdtli a complicated action widely ex¬ 
tended in time, lire Southern Drama, by contrast, was several 
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times as long, meandering its way through plot and sub-plot. 
The poets of the earlier period were more likely to have had 
experience of actually working in the theatre, but it would not 
be fair to describe the plays of the later poets as ‘closet drama’; 
mostly they were written to be performed. Broad differences do 
exist, however, between the two kinds of drama. A comparison 
between their most famous respective treatments of the theme 
of clandestine love will give some idea of such differences at their 
most extreme. In the Western Chamber,^ which is Northern 
Drama, the lovers, for all their emotion, still belong to the 
ordinary credible world. In the Return of the Sonlf which is 
Southern Drama, the lineaments of ordinary life have been half- 
dissolved in the poet’s fancy; it resembles a medieval romance of 
courtly love. 

Most Chinese plays belong to the category of the serious 
comedy, a kind of play containing comic elements which poses 
problems, induces tensions, and finally resolves them. By the 
side of it, tragedy occupies a fairly small place in the Chinese 
theatre. Indeed, if we were to adopt a rigorous definition of 
tragedy, we should not find more than a few plays capable of 
satisfying it Yet it is undeniable, I think, that whatever our 
private gauge of tragic feeling may be, there are many Chinese 
plays which will produce in us a tragic effect at some point or 
other. It seems that the Chinese dramatist was more concerned 
with the intensity of the great tragic moment itself than with 
the inexorable process which that moment consummates, or 
with the long articulate struggle with conscience. 

The range of experience admitted into the drama is even 
wider than that of fiction, although most stories have indeed 
been treated in both the oral and the vernacular literatures as 
well as in the drama, and many have been treated over and over 
again, in dozens of different forms, within each medium. To 

* S. I. Hsiung (tr.), The Romance of the Western Chamber (London, 1935) 

^ Huan-hun chi Also known by the title of Mu-tan t'tng 
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Cfltcgori?.c this range of experience within a short space is an 
impossible task; all one can do is to make out a rough list of some 
obvious kinds. First, there arc the supernatural plays, hagio¬ 
graphy or mythology, with their frequent resort to laughter. 
Second, there arc the historical plays, often with heroic themes, 
far more numerous than tlie chroniclc-plays of Elizabethan 
England; where a mgic outcome occurs, it is most often among 
these plays of past kings and queens. Third, there is a great 
variety of plays with a range even wider than that of the stories 
of everyday life. Among tlicm arc tlie heroic-outlaw plays, for 
example those based on tlie Shiit-hu stor}'-cycle; in the theatre, 
the characters with comic potentialities loom somewhat larger 
than they do in fiction. There is also the crime-case play, which 
makes one think of that solitar)', anonymous English play, Arden 
ofFaversham. But the most numerous kind is the play that deals 
with love, cither the clandestine love we have mentioned, or 
that love between student and singing-girl which, for good 
reasons, obsessed the Chinese imagination. The student was at 
the outset of what proved to be a brilliant career, and his affair 
with a singing-girl prostitute was his first taste of free choice in 
love. And she, for her part, seems sometimes to have had, para¬ 
doxical!)' enough, a semblance of free choice herself, a thing 
denied to the rest of Chinese womanhood. 

There is a further kind of play with which this suney may 
fittingly end, since it is concerned both with women, who only 
come into their own outside the recognized literature, and with 
the ever-present Chinese morality of family obligation. These 
are the plays of good women. They Jiavc at their centre a testing 
or an ordeal; and they too sometimes rise to the level of tragedj'. 
hamous examples arc Fou O yiianp superficially a crime-case 
pl.-iy,xvhich has a tragic outcome, and the P‘i-f‘a chi, which has 
not. It is too simple to describe tlvem merely as plays about 

. • Yanp Hnen-ji and Gladv* Yang {tr.). SrUciel Plays c/ Kuan llan-ebUng 

{Tdiac, I5>5S), yp. a t-4~5 in Midfttittp.er. 
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women of transcendent virtue; what they show is the heroic 
theme applied in a woman’s context. Their tension is due to the 
fact that their heroines arc martyrs to the ethical code in its 
most extreme instance, where, one feels, there is the least 
possible natural sanction for it Both heroines are stretched 
cruelly on the rack of family obligation. Tou O, for example, 
makes a false confession of murder to save her mother-in-law— 
who has done everything to forfeit any loyalty she might have 
deserved—from suffering judicial examination and torture As 
an act of self-sacrifice, it is so excessive as to be almost gratuitous 
To its nature, however, we owe the terrifying pathos that 
attends her execution. 


VI 

In the second decade of this century a generation of young 
Chinese writers, all of them open to influence from abroad, 
consciously set about the creation of a new literature in the 
vernacular. From that time on the criteria we have used so far 
in this essay become less and less applicable. The recognized 
literature of the old kind soon ceased to be recognized, and has 
now almost ceased to be written. The old indigenous Chinese 
novel is practically extinct; the symptoms of its senility are 
obtdous—it has failed to adapt to modern themes, or even to 
modern people or places Oral narrative still flourishes, and is 
patronized by a large section of Chinese society, but it seems no 
longer to be the creative medium it once was; it functions 
mainly as a secondary form, adapting themes from elsewhere, or 
else merely telling and re-telling the old stories. The drama is as 
popular as ever; despite the competition of the cinema, it is still 
the most widely enjoyed kind of entertainment in China (A 
modern, non-operatic drama of the sort we are familiar with is 
now well established, but is not anything like so popular) So 
vigorous indeed is the drama that it is quite impossible to pre¬ 
dict what course it may take, or to guess which variety may be 
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confined forever to the performance of a classical repertoire, and 
\v)iich map he successfully developed into a form in which future 
original creation is possible. 

i’liis is a good point in time from which to sum up the histor)'^ 
and achievement of the indigenous Chinese fiction and drama. 
Here 1 can only repeat the truism which has been the central 
theme of this essay: that both of them sprang from the art of the 
performer or entertainer. Immune at first to the literary critic, 
they recognized in their audience their only final judge. Their 
histor}' consists on the one hand of an advancement towards an 
extraordinary level of technical accomplishment, and on the 
other of a continual interaction with written literature, with 
its personal authorship, its literary pretensions, and its totally 
different standards. Patrick Haxan 

{d) THE HISTORIOGRAPHICAL TRADITION* 

I xTCRt'T in the past, the real and not the Icgendarj' past that 
is, is not a universal characteristic of mankind or even of civilized 
mankind. It seems to have been largely absent in ancient India, 
where the timeless verities of religion were what attracted men’s 
minds. It was pre-eminently present in China. WHien we look for 
reasons to explain this, we find them intimately connected with 
the ideology of the scholar-bureaucrats who wrote and read this 
histor)', in a tsord, Confucianism, Pragmatic, social, this-t\orldIy, 
rationalistic, yet finding its profoundcst emotional basis in the 
desire to cn>urc the continuity of family and race and in attach¬ 
ment to the traditional ‘rites’xthich distinguished civilized men 
from b.arbarians, the Confucian ctliic naturally looked for its 

' FunJie,- infomsatian about njaay of the topics discuMctl In this scaion 
niay be found in Ciisrles S. Gardner, Chinar Traiitionai Htuaria^raptv, first 
puWubed in 19*8, second printing with additions and corrections by L. S. 
Ying (Cambridge, Msm., 1961); and in the collcaion of essays Iltttorians of 
Ch'xKi srj edited by \V. G. Beadey and B. G. Pultcvblanfc (London, 
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sanctions to the precedents of the past rather than to the inspired 
utterances of prophets or mystics. 

Ancestor-worship, which antedated Confucianism and pro¬ 
vided one of its principal ingredients, in itself necessarily led to 
a certain regard for recording the past, at least to the extent of 
preserving genealogies. The traditional list of kings of the Shang 
Dynasty handed down to us in the Shih-chi has been proved 
remarkably accurate by recent archaeology. It is probable that 
we owe its preservation to its connexion with the ancestral rites 
of the state of Sung, which claimed descent from the Shang royal 
house. Moreover the cult of the royal ancestors, to whom impor¬ 
tant events had to be formally announced, was no doubt one of 
the motives behind the keeping of chronicles which we find in 
the various states in the so-called feudal period before the uni¬ 
fication by Ch‘m in 221 a c. 

The officers of state who had charge of these chronicles were 
called shih This word, which is etymologically related to li, 
‘clerk’, ‘official’, originally meant no more than ‘scribe’ Indeed, 
it survived m its original sense m bureaucratic usage long after it 
had also acquired the special senses of ‘historian’ and ‘history’ 
from the name of the first comprehensive history of China, the 
Shih-chi (the ‘Records of the Scribe’ or ‘Records of the His¬ 
torian’) The authors of this work were Ssu-ma T‘an and his son 
Ssu-ma Ch‘ien (see below), who held the hereditary office of 
Grand Scribe (T‘ai shth), the duties of which in their day were 
particularly concerned with the calendar and other astronomical 
matters. Long before their time, however, scribes in the feudal 
states were fulfilling the functions at least of archivists, even if it 
would be anachronistic to speak yet of history. 

There are many references to them in early texts and there is 
good evidence that the records which they kept were looked 
upon as having a peculiar importance, even sanctity. Tw'o old 
stories which are quoted innumerable times in later centuries 
illustrate tliis One tells how when a certain nobleman of Ch‘i 
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inurdcred the ruler, the Grand Scribe recorded it as ‘murder of a 
ruler’ in his tablets. For this he was put to death. Two younger 
brothers in succession did the same and were also put to death. 
The Southern Scribe set out with his tablets to take the place of 
the Grand Scribe in case their family should be exterminated, 
but a fourth brother was able to make the truthful record and 
was not c.\'ccuted, so tlie Southern Scribe returned home. 

The other story tells of a member of a hereditary family of 
scribes in Chin who boldly published in open court the record in 
his tablets that the chief minister had ‘murdered his ruler’. In 
this case the minister had merely been able to recover his posi¬ 
tion in the state and avoid exile because of the timely murder of 
an tmrighteous duke by someone else; but he had failed to take 
steps to punish the malefactor so he was held to be ritually guilty 
by the scribe. On this occasion the scribe was more fortunate. 
The conscience of the minister was pricked and the scribe went 
uninjured. According to the Tio-chuan (the ‘Tradition of Tso’) 
Confucius praised both the scribe and the minister. 

Tjiougli the literal historical truth of these stories is open to 
question, ue can at any rate glean from them some idea of the 
quasi-Tcligvous importance of the scribe’s ‘true record’. It is in 
the light of this that wc may understand how the Spring and 
Jutuinn Jr.nals, the chronicle of the state of Lii, could become 
one of the Confucian Classics. The Spring and Autumn Annals, 
like other early chronicles, such as the 'Bamboo Annals of Wei 
recovered from .a tomb in a.p. 281, is little more than an ex¬ 
tremely terse, bare record of major events, especially those of 
ritual importance to the state of Lu. It covers the years 722 to 
4S1 B.c. 'Faken at face v aluc it seems a most unlikely book to have 
become a canonical scripture. It owes its imponance to its con- 
ne.xion with Confucius. According to the received view, he edited 
the tc.xt, insinuating into it praise and blame tlirough subtleties 
of Hording, mainly the giving or withholding of honorific or 
depreciatorj* terminology. In fact it is difficult, if not impossible, 
' t-eisn L 
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to deduce a consistent use of such terminology from the text and 
a more likely interpretation of the tradition, at least as old as 
Mencius, which connects the Spring and Aviumn Annals with 
Confucius is that he used the chronicle of his native state as a 
textbook for political ethics, expounding his views orally to his 
disciples 

However this may be, by the Han period various schools of 
Confucian philosophy had their traditions for interpreting the 
Spring and Autumn Annals, of which two, the Kung-yang chtian 
and the Ku-liang chuan, still survive. In both cases it is evident 
that they were not written down until several centuries after 
Confucius’s day and are probably the products of long oral 
tradition. They are as dull and unappetizing in their scholastic 
moralizing as the Spring and Autumn Annals is as a narratite. 
Nevertheless they cannot be neglected in the history of Chinese 
historiography. The doctrine that the historian’s highest func¬ 
tion was distributing praise and blame in order to present up¬ 
lifting examples and warnings against infringements of the ethical 
code was something of a millstone around the neck of later 
historians, who were more interested in narrating and under¬ 
standing the course of events; but on the positive side, the 
importance laid on the historical record in Confucianism is no 
doubt in large part responsible for the unrivalled fullness and 
continuity of that record in China In practice the best historians 
professed themselves unworthy to emulate Confucius in allotting 
praise and blame, and adopted instead the lesser ideal of the ‘true 
record’ which would faithfully and objectively mirror men’s 
conduct. 

The third of the so-called commentaries on the Spring and 
Autumn Annals, the Tradition of Tso, is far larger and very 
different in kind from the other two.^ In its present form it is 

' James Legge’s somew hat antiquated translation of the Spring ani /Innimti 
AnnaJsanA the Tso Tra(/»/;o« is available in a recent (Hong Kong, 1960) reprint 
ofhisTifcf Chinese Classics, 5 vols. 
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arranged as a commentary on the Classic and it contains a cer¬ 
tain amount of moralising interpretation of the same kind as 
the other two, but the bulk of the text is narrative. It covers 
a slightly longer period than the Annals, extending dowm to 
468 n.c. In some cascsits material could be considered asamplifi- 
cation of events recorded in the Annals, but often it deals uith 
matters not mentioned there at all. It is a literary masterpiece, 
the first of Chinese narrative prose, and its sharply vivid and 
dramatic stories have caught the imagination of many genera¬ 
tions of readers. It has inspired some of China’s greatest 
historians. Its compact yet expresshe diction has had an in¬ 
calculable influence on narrative style. 

'Hie Tso Tradition no doubt existed originally as a work in its 
own right quite distinct from the Spring and Autumn Annals, but 
we have only internal etidcncc to guide us as to the date of its 
composition and the sources on which it may have been based. It 
seems likely that it drew partly on genuinely historical materials 
such as the chronicles of the states of Chin and Ch‘u, which seem 
to have been less tone and uninformative than that of Lu, but 
it also drew largely on what can only be described as historical 
fiction, though treated as histor}* ever since. Cycles of stories had 
grown tip around m.ajor figures, both rulers and ministers, of the 
feudal period which, though in prose not verse, may be thought 
of as the Chinese counterparts of the epic poctr}' of Greece. 

The beginnings of this historical fiction arc obscure but they 
may go back as iar as the fifth centur}' b.c. A rather primitive 
c.x 3 mple that has accidentally been preserved is the stor}- of the 
Kmperor Mu, which was found along with the official chronicle 
of \Vci in a royal tomb which was opened in a.d. 281. The form 
of the narrative in this case h a dry, day-by-day chronicle, like the 
Spring and Autumn Annals, hut the matter, which deals uith two 
episodes, a journey to the sources of the Yellow River in the west 
and a hunting expedition in tlie south, is clearly largely or wholly 
Icgend-in', though its hero was a real Chou king tsho reigned 
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from 947 to 928 B.c. The stories about the Five Hegemons and 
other heroes of the Spring and Autumn period do not survive in 
their original state, but they must have been freer and ampler 
in styled Their incorporation into the Lso ‘Tradition is what 
brings the work to life and gives it much of its fascination, even if 
they detract from its reliability as factual history. Whatever its 
defects m the latter respect, it can be used as a picture of life in 
ancient China. As with Homer it is possible that features of a 
later period are sometimes projected back into earlier times but 
the time depth is shallower and the possibilities of anachronistic 
distortion are consequently reduced. Also there is a solid his¬ 
torical framework based on state chronicles. 

Material of the same kind as that in the Tso Tradition is found 
in the Kvo yu (the ‘Speeches of the States’) and, for the end of 
the pre-imperial period, in the Chan-kvo ts‘c (the ‘Stratagems 
of the Warring States’). Apart from this, anecdotes of an histori¬ 
cal or quasi-historical kind play a large part in the philosophical 
works of the Late Chou period, being adduced to prove some 
point in argument or to illustrate a principle Concrete e.xamples 
from history or what was believed to be history were felt to be 
more effective than abstract theorizing. It should be emphasized 
that, though history was fictionalized, it remained strictly human 
and there is no tendency to turn heroes into marvellous beings 
with supernatural powers or to explain events by the interven¬ 
tion of divinities. 

Fictionalized history continued to play a major role in 
Chinese literature and supplied one of the earliest and most 
important strands in the development of the novel. The San-kuo 
yen-i (the ‘Romance of the Three Kingdoms’) and the Shui-hii 
chvan (the ‘Water Margin’) arc famous examples. After true his¬ 
toriography had gained its autonomy in the Han period the two 
genres diverged but in the beginning we find them intimately 

* On early historical romances see H. Maspero, La Chine antique, ne« cd 
(Paris, 1955), pp. 48 z ff. 
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connected and the link was never completely broken. The stor)- 
element in history' was always a potent factor in keeping men’s 
interest in it, however they might talk about moral uplift, and 
fiction satisfied the desire for the imaginative re-creation of 
the past which was left unsatisfied by the dry', impersonal works 
of the historian. Conversely’, svorks of historical fiction were 
popular just because interest in the past was so lively in Chinese 
society, not only' among the learned but also among the general 
population. 

The works that have been discussed so far are not so much the 
beginnings of historiography proper in either the Chinese or the 
Western sense as the ground from which true historiography 
spr.ing. The decisive step which created a true historiography 
was taken at the end of the second century n.c. wnth the produc¬ 
tion ofSsu-ma Ch'ien’s Shih-ebi (or‘Records of the Historian’).* 
Ssu-ma Ch'ien was completing a w'ork begun by his father Ssu- 
ma’I'‘an. As mentioned above, father and son held the hereditary 
office of Grand Scribe (T'et-jhih). Living at a time when a new' 
era in history had commenced with the unification of all China 
under the Han Dy'nasty, the Ssu-mas in their office as archivists 
conceived the grand design of combining into a single connected 
work the csi'sting records of the Chinese people from the earliest 
times down to their own d.m 

In so doing they created the model which w.is imitated and 
developed in the great scries of Dynastic, or Standard, Histories 
{chng sink) which were continued up to the end of the Imperial 
pcritKl in 1911 Moreover the methods they adopted in dealing 
with their sources and presenting tlieir material set the basic 
style for hinory writing of all kinds quite apart from the standard 
lii'tories themselves. One of tlie most important features of 

‘ Pjrtialh- tniRjbted with an cxtennvc Introduttion by E. Chavannes as 
L^Mt’-tdr/shucn^ttetieSj^r-i! 5 vo!s. (Paris, iSgS-j905). See also 

h WatsoT!. Cb'itK. Gfsnd liuto'iaK cf Cbstt^ {Se\s Yoric, JgjS), and 

R*K>-Jt e/.’Kr CriS'-J cj CHr^, z aols {New York, 196?}. 
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Ssu-ma Ch'ien’s work to become a constant principle may be 
called ‘objectivity’. This means that the historian composed his 
narrative as a patchwork of excerpts, often abridged but other¬ 
wise unaltered, from his sources, with any personal comment or 
judgement kept clearly separate. The work of the historian was 
to compile a set of documents which would speak for themsehes 
rather than to make an imaginative reconstruction of past events 
This did not mean that an historian necessarily became a mere 
mechanical compiler, since the selection and arrangement of his 
material called for the exercise of critical judgement, and con¬ 
clusions about the causes of events or the characters of historical 
persons could be expressed separately in the appropriate place; 
but it did easily lead to mechanical compilation in the case of 
inferior historians At the same time, from the point of view of 
the modern historian using Chinese historical works as sources, it 
has great advantages. Material preserved only in what would 
otherwise have to be regarded as secondary works can be treated 
as primary (wnth of course every care being exercised to deter¬ 
mine as far as possible the original source of each statement, and 
a lively awareness of the errors and misunderstandings that can 
be introduced by the accidental juxtaposition of originally un¬ 
connected material). 

The Shih-cht is divided into five major sections. First come the 
Basic Annals {pen-chi), which deal with the lives of emperors and 
the main events in their reigns. They are in annalistic form and 
are ‘basic’ in that they establish the chronology—as well, per¬ 
haps, as being thought of as somewhat more authoritative than 
other parts of the work (The allegedly greater authority of the 
pen-chi is often mentioned by modern scholars, but one does not 
in fact find that this was used as a criterion of criticism by 
traditional Chinese scholars.) Next came Tables in which 

the dynastic chronologies of the separate states in the pre-Han 
period and the appointments to titles of nobility under the 
Han were set out. Next came eight Monographs {shu), dealing 
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discursively with aspects of traditional Chinese government such 
as rites, music, the calendar, rivers and canals, &.c. This sec¬ 
tion, which was to be one of the most fruitful in its later de¬ 
velopments, is the one for which there is the least evidence of 
pre-existing models in earlier literature. The fourth section, 
Hereditary Houses (shih-chio), dealt with the history of the 
separate feudal states of the pre-Han period. Finally came the 
largest section of all, the Urh-chuan. Since these consist mainly 
of the lives of individuals, they arc often referred to as Biogra¬ 
phic', but the term itself means ‘assembled traditions’ and was 
clearly intended originally to cover additional material of all 
binds that did not fall into any of the other categories. Accounts 
of foreign countries arc included in tlicm, for c.\aniplc. 

For the earlier part of his work Ssu-ma Ch‘ien had necessarily 
to use a good deal of material which was of doubtful historicity. 
Nevertheless his work is history in a truer sense than tlic works 
wliich preceded him and on which he drew, since Ins intention 
was to establish the most probable account out of conflicting 
testimony. For the period closest to his own day lie was for the 
most part using fint-hand government archives and his work 
must be regarded as having a high degree of reliability. It is this 
later part of his work that has remained typical of history writing 
in China ever since, vvlicrc archives have alwap provided the 
great bulk of the source material. From the Han period onward 
it is the limitations of the ofRci.il bureaucratic outlook rather 
than the inclusion of m-atcrial of dubious authenticity that one 
must be most conscious of in assessing the historicity of his¬ 
torical works. (It should be mentioned that doubts have been 
expressed about the autlientidty of large parts of the existing 
text of the Sf-ih^ebi, which arc supposed to consist of restorations 
ha«ed on the Hats shu, the originals having been lost. In mv 
opinion there is no justification for this view.) 

TIic next step in the founding of the tradition of the Chinese 
Standard Histories was taken when Pan Ku (a.d, 32-92), 
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completing a work begun by his father Pan Piao, compiled the 
Han shu (‘History of the Former Han Dynasty’).^ This followed 
the model of the Sbih-cbi in the main but departed from it in a 
number of points which set the pattern for the future. The most 
important of these was the definition of the subject of the book 
as the histor}^ of a single, past dynasty instead of all history down 
to the author’s day. Pan Ku incorporated into his owm worl 
(with only small alterations or additions) those parts of the 
Sbib-cbi which dealt wdth the Han Dynasty and added material 
up to and including the usurpation of Wang Mang, but stopped 
short at the beginning of the Eastern Han Dynasty in which he 
himself was living. This practice had certain conveniences. It 
meant that the dynastic histories could be regarded as one con¬ 
tinuous, definitive, official record, not to be revised but only to 
be augmented as each new section, uniform w’ith the last, was 
added. It has meant, however, that the view of history as a 
continuity has tended to be lost and that the dynastic frame¬ 
work has dominated the conceptualization of Chinese history to 
an unhealthy degree. 

Other modifications introduced into the Sbib-cbi pattern by 
Pan Ku are of a more technical kind. The section on Hereditary 
Houses disappeared, since it lacked any raison d'etre in Imperial 
China The number of Monographs (called now' cbib instead of 
sbu) was increased and there was some change in the subjects 
treated. The style of the Han shu is more self-consciously formal 
and literary than that of the Shih-chi, which often has an attrac¬ 
tive spontaneity of expression. 

\’iTien it was discovered that Pan Ku was privately wTiting 
a histor}’, he was first imprisoned for his temerity and then 
officially commissioned to complete the w'ork he had begun. This 
might be looked on as the beginning of officially sponsored 

* The Bn^c .Annals and the ch.aptcr on Wang Mang hate been trandated 
b} H. H. Dubs. 7 bc History of the former Han Dynasty^ 3 vols (Baltimore, 
193S, 1944, * 955 )- 
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history-writing (as opposed to archive keeping) in China It was a 
long time, however, before it became a regular, bureaucratically 
organired activity. The work of the government-sponsored 
historians in the Tung-kuan Library in the second century a d. 
provided basic material for the history of the Later Han, but the 
work which they produced was not considered very satisfactory 
and there'were numerous attempts by private persons to write 
histories of that dynasty before the Hou Han shu (the ‘History 
of the Later Han Dynasty’), that now survives, was composed by 
Fan Yeh in the first half of the fifth century.’ Private, or semi- 
private, historj' writing flourished during the period of weakness 
and division that followed the end of Han and many works, short 
and long, were written, most of which have unfortunately 
perished. 

The multiplication of historical works led to tlie recognition 
of history as an autonomous branch of learning and letters. In 
the fourfold classification of books which came into being in the 
third century A.D. and has remained standard ever since, history 
look second place, after Classics and in front of philosophy and 
hellfsdeiircs. The same fourfold division was introduced in the 
National University in Later Chao (a.d 319-50) in North 
China and in the Liu Sung Dynasty (a d. 420-79) in the South. 
'I he Wat-hsh tiao-lung of Liu Hsich (a.d. 465-522),- the 
grc.itcst work of litcrarv* criticism of the period, devotes a sec¬ 
tion to historical writing, criticizing the major historians up to 
the author’s time and making some general remarks about the 
difficulties in the way of a well-balanced, reliable, unpreju¬ 
diced record. He stresses the role of the historian as moralist 
and his hcavw responsibility to tell the truth without fear or 
favour. 

’ On the writing of the historv- of Later Han see H. Btclenstdn, Tic 
Sfts-’-iitien the Jlg<s Dyrast\, vol. i (Stockholm, 1955) 

* Thiv work has already been discussed in Profesfor Haw lees's ‘Introductory 
note’. 
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Tlic cstablislimciu of ilic T'ang Dynasty o\cr a reunited 
China in 6l 8 gave an impetus to many aspects of intellectual life. 
Conscious that a new era had dawned, the ’[‘‘ang government 
wished to put the <eal on its achic\cment by definitive asorks 
such as the ne\v standard commentaries to the Confucian 
Clas'^ics, the If 'u rhittg thrn!i-i, and by definititc histories of the 
intertening period since the Han Dynasty. A commission was 
set up, in the first place to write histories for fi\c short-Ihcd 
dynasties of the prc\ ions century for which no histories existed. 
This was followed by an order for a retised history of Chin 
(a.d. 317-420) to replace the set cn or eight existing w orks on that 
period A natural extension of the vsork of these commissionen 
was the setting up of a permanent bureau to prepare materials 
for the history of'F'ang. This became the History Office, which 
det eloped and continued through successive dynasties until the 
end of the empire. From the beginning its principal duty was 
to gather documentary materials on the immediate past and to 
compose them at appropriate intervals, which very soon became 
established as the end of each reign, into chronicles known as 
Sbih-lii (‘Veritable Records’). From time to time efforts were 
also made during T‘ang to work up these reign chronicles into 
standard history form and a 7 ‘aiig shu was in fact completed 
down to around the year 762, which later became the basis for 
the c.xisting Old ^‘ang History. 

From the Sung period onward it came to be the practice for 
completed Veritable Records to be regarded as secret state 
documents and the working up of a standard history on the basis 
of them did not occur until the founding of a new dynasty. It is 
therefore sometimes said that each dynasty prepared historical 
materials for the sake of its successor. This is a misconception. 
The Veritable Records were the National History and, during 
T'ang, both they and the T‘mig shu seem to have been quite 
widely accessible. Even in later times their purpose was to pro¬ 
vide a history of the current dynasty which should be available 
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at need to the emperor, and their preparation did not imply a 
fatalistic anticipation of the inevitable end of the dynasty. 

TJic regular, organiyed compilation of histories by teams of 
officials ensured the volume and continuity of the record, which 
is one of the most immediately impressive features of Chinese 
historiography. It does not require much imagination to see that 
it also had drawbacks. Liu Chih-chi (661-721), a sceptical and 
original scholar, passionately devoted to historical studies, who 
was employed in the Histor}' Office at the beginning of the 
eighth centurj’ when it was still a recent innotation, made some 
sharp criticisms of officially sponsored collective historiography 
in a letter appended to his book, Shih-i‘ting (‘Generalities on 
Histort’’).' Some of his points have a very modern ring. He com¬ 
plained of the damping of initiative through having so many 
co-tvorkers involved, the difficulty of getting access to necessary 
documents, the impossibility of keeping the ttork secret so that 
interested parties tried to have statements altered to suit them¬ 
selves, the contradictory instructions received from different 
supcrvhors, the failure of supervisors to make a clear allocation 
of tasks. 

Some of these faults could be remedied by more efficient 
organization, and in the course of time they were—so that by 
Ming and Ch'ing times procedures were laid down in a most 
elaborate and detailed way.= The work could proceed smoothly 
and uith a high standard of quality within the limits of its 
established pattern. The \'^eritable Records of the last two 
d)n.isties form a vast repertory of chronologically arranged 
official documents, either quoted in full or sj’stematically ex¬ 
cerpted. Efficient organization, however, meant a further 
deadening ofindividuality and initiative, and we look in vain for 
the exercise of historical imagination or the effort to explain the 

* See 5 kas!<n and Pallc^bJant, op. ciu, pp. 135 IT. 

* Sev Wolfjwng FranVe, nThe Veritable Records of the Ming Dynasty 

in Btaslcy and Pulley Wank, op. cit., pp. 77. 
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course of events. This is largely true not only of the Veritable 
Records but also of the Standard Histories based on them Even 
in those sections vi’hich had to be composed afresh rather than 
pieced together by joining quotations, that is, in the prefaces 
to monographs or the paragraphs at the ends of biographies 
expressing the historian’s judgement, convention is rarely 
questioned. 

An historian who was interested in what we should think of as 
historical problems had to turn to other genres of history writing 
in order to express himself.' Thus, after T‘ang had suffered the 

' The variety and sheer quantity of Chinese historical voting needs to be 
stressed One of the four sections of the great compendium of Chinese litera¬ 
ture compiled in the eighteenth century, the Ssii-k'ii ch'uati-shii, is devoted 
to history, which is classified under fifteen categories, (i) Cheng-sbth, ‘standard 
histories’; (2) Pten-nten —works in chronological form like the Cotnprebemive 
Mtrror\ (3) Cbt-sbtb pen-mo —a new form of history devised in the Southern 
Sung Dynasty, in which material for a given period is rearranged under 
topics; (4) Pteb-sbib, 'separate histories’—mainly works in standard history 
form not recognized as official, (5) Tsa-sbtb, ‘miscellaneous histones’—mostly 
short works, often contemporary or near-contemporary accounts of important 
events, (6) Cbao-Uug- tsou-t —collections of government edicts and of memorials 
presented to the throne by officials; (7) Chuan-cbi —biographical vorks, 
including private and family biographies of important persons as well as 
official biographies collected outside the standard histories; (8) Sbib-cb'ao, 
‘historical excerpts’; (g) Tmi-cAj—records of lesser states, not recognized 
as legitimate, that coexisted from time to time with Imperial dynasties, 
(10) Sbtb-ltng —works on chronology; (ii) Tt-li, ‘geography’—a ver) large 
category containing not only compendious summaries of the geograph) of 
the empire at various periods (especially but not exclusively m its administra¬ 
tive aspects), but also the countless local histories (faiig-cbth) compiled for 
each province, prefecture, and sub-prefecture of the empire and often for 
smaller divisions as well, (12) Cbtb-kuan —w'orks on the evolution of govern¬ 
ment offices; (13) institutional histories such as the Tung-Mn’i 

(14) Mn-lu —bibliographies and library catalogues, also works about inscrip¬ 
tions on metal and stone, (15) Sbib-p'iug, ‘historical criticism’—works such 
as Liu Chih-chi's Generalities on History. Apart from these works formally 
classified as History, material of essentially the same kind is contained m 
encyclopedias (Jet-sbti) and the collected works of countless individual writers 
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nearly mortal blow of the An Lu-shan rebellion, Tu \ u (73 5—812) 
wrote his great institutional history, or historical encyclopedia, 
the 7 ‘ung-tten (enlarging the Cheng-tien of Liu Chih-chi’s son 
Liu Cliih).* Though the book is constructed, like the official 
histories, largely out of excerpts from previous books and docu¬ 
ments, it is arranged according to an entirely new plan to show 
the ctolution of governmental institutions; moreover the inter¬ 
linear notes and the author’s prefaces and concluding discussions 
in each section reveal a man to whom historical studies are 
important as a means of understanding and dealing with the 
debacle of the society in whicli he lives. Tu Yu was partial to the 
political philosophy of the Legalists and is refreshingly free of 
Confucian cant. Later, in the even worse collapse that befell 
China at the time of the Mongol conquest, Ma Tuan-lin 
(thirteenth century) used a similar form to a similar purpose. 
Like the 7 ‘ung-ticn^ his If’en-hsien i‘tntg-k‘ao is a history in 
encyclopedic form, covering an even wider range of subjects 
and showing in the prefaces and discussions written by the author 
a similar desire to get outside the dynastic compartments of 
official history and to understand the evolution of Chinese 
society.* 

At about the same time as Tu Yu was writing, a new type of 
critical scholarship was developing in classical studies which 
came in time to hat e far-reaching effects on historical scholarship 

One mujt al«o not forpet Buddhist works of history, classified separately 
under Buddhism in the section on Philosophers (<su). The amount of docu¬ 
mentation available for Chinese history, cspcdalh in recent periods, Is truly 
cronnout. even without taking into account the new material that has come 
to light in this century through archaeological discoveries and the opening up 
ot government arcliisc* at the end of the empire. 

* Sre E. G. Pullej blank, ‘Kco-Confuciani«m and nco-Legalism in T'ang 

Intellectual Life, Cotifacian Persuasion., edited by A. F. 

Wright (Stanford, 1963). 

* Sec E. Bahriin ‘L'llistoire comme guide dc la pradque burcaucratique’ 
^Ikaslts and Pullcyblank, op. cit., pp. Si-Sa). 
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<is well. A sceptical attitude to the authority of ancient books 
was not a new thing in China. Men like Wang Ch'ung 
(a.d. 27-91) had criticized old stories in the Classics from a 
rationalistic point of view. Liu Chih-chi, whom we have men¬ 
tioned above as the author of a famous manual of historiography, 
gained a scandalous reputation for his willingness to call e\en 
Confucius himself into question. But up to his day this kind of 
scepticism is unsystematic, giving the impression of personal 
idiosyncrasy rather than of a disciplined search for the truth. A 
marked change appears in the new school of criticism that grew 
up in the second half of the eighth century. It began with an 
attempt to get behind the various schools of commentary and to 
determine inductively the true meaning ofthe Spring and Juiumn 
Annals by dispassionate analysis. The most interesting results 
concerned the nature ofthe ‘Tso-chuan. Tan Chu, the founder of 
the school, concluded from internal evidence that the Tso-chuan 
was compiled from a variety of sources, different for each feudal 
state. He supposed that Confucius’s disciple Tso Ch‘iu-minghad 
taken the histories of the various states and transmitted the 
material orally to his disciples, and that this had later been re¬ 
arranged chronologically and combined with a variety of sup¬ 
plementary materials. Chao K‘uang, Tan Chu’s disciple, went 
farther and concluded that the Tso-chnan could not have come 
from Tso Ch‘iu-ming at all and moreover that the Tso-chiian 
and the Kno yu could not have been by the same author. The 
views of this school and, more important, their way of thinking 
became popular among the young intellectuals at the capital 
around the year 800 and men like the famous kn-wen writer Liu 
Tsung-yuan called into question the authenticity or the at¬ 
tribution of other early works.* This was the start of a type of 
philology which grew to a high degree of sophistication in Sung 
and again in Ch'ing. 

After T'ang came Sung, less glorious in an imperial sense but 
* See article cited in n. i, p. 157 
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rcprc<;entinp an apogee of traditional Chinese culture. Jt is 
impossible in a limited space to do anything like justice to its 
achievements in historical scholarship. Both in critical re¬ 
appraisal of earlier tvorks and in new historical writings it 
achieved altogether new standards. 

I’crhaps the greatest sjmthctic work of history of the period, 
with some claim to be considered the greatest work of Chinese 
historiography, is Ssu-ma Kuang’s 7 zti~rhih t'^ung-rhien (‘Com¬ 
prehensive Mirror for Aid in Government’), completed in 1085.* 
'I’liis is a history in chronological form of the 1362 years from the 
end of the Spring and Autumn period to the founding of Sung 
(403 B.C.-A.D. 959). Ssu-ma Kuang, a leading statesman of his 
time, had, like Liu Chih-chi before him and other Chinese 
historians since, been inspired with a lifelong passion for histori¬ 
cal studies by an early acquaintance with the 7 so-chuan He 
conceived the idea of continuing that work and, partly through 
the circumstance of enforced retirement from politics during the 
ascendancy of the reformer Wang An-shih, was able to bring his 
grand design to completion. He had official support for his ven¬ 
ture but it was not at all official historiography in the usual 
sense. He chose his owm assistants and had personal charge of the 
whole enterprise. We know in some detail how' the work was 
organiacd from a letter he wrote to Liu Pin, w'ho was his 
collaborator for the T'ang section. 

1 irst a chronological outline of dates and headings was pre¬ 
pared, based on the Veritable Records. Then passages referring 
to these headings were copied out from all available sources, not 
only the Veritable Records and the existing dynastic histories 
but also from all other available materials—private accounts of 
imponant events, family biographies, inscriptions, collections of 
documents, the litcrar}* works of historical personages. This 
formed xlie Long Draft, as it was called, a kind of continuous 
card file—^new entries could be easily inserted by cutting the 
* See Beasley and Pulleyblanl, op. cit, pp. 151 ff. 
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manuscript roll and pasting them in The final stage was to digest 
the material into a narrative, or rather a string of narratives, for 
the original annalistic form remained as the underlying struc¬ 
ture. The historian’s judgement was exercised in choosing among 
and reconciling conflicting versions of the same event and in 
choosing what to retain and what to leave out. 

One thing that gives Ssu-ma Kuang’s work its great distinc¬ 
tion and places him above his predecessors is that he was not 
content to make judgements implicitly but insisted that they be 
explicitly stated. A series of notes were made of places where the 
evidence was conflicting or doubtful, the differing versions were 
quoted, and the reasons for preferring one to another were 
succinctly argued. These still exist as the K‘ao-i (or ‘Examina¬ 
tion of Differences’), usually inserted in the text of the Mirror as 
a commentary. 

Like all Confucian historians, Ssu-ma Kuang was a moralist 
and he inserts from time to time reflections on political morality 
arising from particular events, but his real purpose was to give 
a true, unvarnished record which would convey its own moral 
message. The moralist got the upper hand over the historian in 
Chu Hsi (i 131-1200), the Aquinas of neo-Confucianism, among 
whose incredibly numerous works is an abridgement of Ssu-ma 
Kuang’s Mirror designed to turn it into a new Sprhig end 
Autumn Annals, expressing moral judgements in the work itself 
by appropriate terminologj' and even by distorting the facts. 
Thus, to Ssu-ma Kuang, a usurper might be deplorable but he 
had existed and the records of his time had to be put under his 
reign. To Chu Hsi a usurper’s year names were illegitimate and 
had to be treated as if they had never existed, years being 
numbered as if the last legitimate ruler had continued to 
reign. 

Unfortunately Chu Hsi’s Kang-mu and not Ssu-ma Kuang s 
Mirror became the authoritative history read by all but the 
specialists. This was but one aspect of the dominance of a rigid 
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ncO'Confudan orthodoxj^ which stifled intellectual life in the 
Ming period (1368-1644), when China turned in on herself after 
the expulsion of the Mongols. Though many works of history 
were produced, they are not of great interest in a creative or 
critical sense. It took the breakdown of the Ming and the 
Mancliu conquest to reawaken tlie critical spirit that had 
flourished so vigorously in Sung and give birth to a remarkable 
last flowering of traditional Chinese scholarship. 

The reaction against both neo-Confucian orthodo.xy and the 
intuitional idealism of the Wang Yang-ming school, which had 
prorided the only alternative, led to a renewal of the ‘search for 
cndcncc’ {k'ao-cheng) as the way to real knowledge. This spirit, 
personified in its beginnings by the heroic Ku Yen-wm (1613-82) 
who stubbornly refused to accommodate himself to the alien 
rulers of the new dynasty, spread into all fields of intellectual 
life, not least historiography Though not remarkable for w'orks 
of synthetic history, the Ch'ing scholars set high standards in 
critical reappraisal of the past. Every serious student of Chinese 
history at the present day must build on the foundations they 
laid and our task would be immensely greater if we did not have 
their works. 

Ku Yen-wu deioted considerable attention to history. His 
published notebooks, the 'Jih-chih hi, contain numerous com¬ 
ments b.ascd on his reading of historical works. He was not 
concerned merely with an antiquarian collecting of facts about 
the pan but used history as a means of learning about and 
understanding the society in xvhich he lived. For c.xamplc, he 
writes about the history of the Great Wall, about the differences 
between North and South China in regard to land tenure and 
slat c-owntng, and about tlie problems of the examination system 
at different periods. 


Ofthe Ch‘ing Dimasty text critics who worked in the field of 
history Wang Ming-sheng, author of the Skih-ch't shih shang- 
ci (the ‘Critical Study of tlie Seventeen Histories’), anc 
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ChMen Ta-hsin (1728-1800), author of the Erh-shih-i shih 
k‘ao-i (the ‘Examination of Differences in the Twenty-one 
Histories’), were the most notable. Both of them brought a vast 
scholarship to bear on the detailed textual criticism of the 
Standard Histories, adducing all sorts of evidence from private 
works, inscriptions, documentary collections, &c , to correct 
points of detail From time to time they would go beyond the 
limits of criticism of detail to question received judgements 
about men and events, as when Wang Ming-sheng argued m 
favour of a group of men, including the famous writer Liu 
Tsung-yuan, who had had a brief moment of power in the reign 
of the T'ang emperor Shun-tsung (a d. 805) and had then fallen 
into disgrace and ever afterwards been considered as a treacher¬ 
ous and seditious faction Wang said that they had really been 
high-minded reformers, traduced by the court eunuchs whom 
they had tried to curb. This may not seem very remarkable to us 
now, but it took a good deal of independence of mind in tradi¬ 
tional China, where a judicial condemnation, given the stamp 
of approval in official history and also by Ssu-ma Kuang in his 
Comfrehenstve Mirror, w'ould have been generally accepted as 
unquestionable. 

Standing a little apart from these text critics is Chao I (i 7 ^ 7 " 
1814), author of the Nien-erh shih cha~chi (the ‘Notes on the 
Twenty-two Histories’). Whereas they had sought to supple¬ 
ment and correct the standard histories by additional material, 
his notes arose out of careful reading and re-reading of the 
histories themselves. In some cases he is concerned to point out 
inconsistencies between different chapters but he also discusses 
in a general way the origins of the various histories and, most 
interesting of aU, makes generalizations about institutions, 
social structure, and secular trends Many of the ideas which he 
started have sown seed that has borne fruit in the modern 
historiography of this century. 

But the most original mind of all the Ch‘ing historians tvas 
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Cliang Hsuch-ch'eng (1738-1801).! Chang Hsueh-ch‘eng was 
not a text critic like the contemporaries nc have been discussing. 
Indeed, he was in conscious opposition to what he considered 
to be their excessive concern fbr minutiae and their failure to 
understand the true purpose of history. Like Liu Chih-chi and 
Ssu-ma Kuang he was infatuated by histor)' from an early age. 
To him, histor)’ was an all-embracing concept which ought to 
comprehend the whole of the Chinese literary tradition. ‘The 
sixfold Canon is all histor)'’ is his most famous saying. Unfortu¬ 
nately his many ambitious plans for major works, such as a new 
history of Sung which should break away from the tyranny of 
the chronicle form, and for local Iiistorics, came to nothing. All 
that wcliavc of his lifetime of brooding on the meaning of his¬ 
tory is a few essays and what can be gathered from incidental 
comments in letters and the like. His ideas had little influence at 
the time and were largely forgotten after his death. They have 
been revived in recent times and have provided a fruitful source 
of inspiration for tlie new historians of this century. Professor 
Dcmicville likens him justly to the Italian philosopher-historian 
Giambattista Vico, who was also in advance of his age and has 
only had real recognition in recent times. 

In the long-drami-out, ever-worsening crisis which China 
underwent in the nineteenth centurj- xvith the decline of the 
Ch‘ing Dynasty and the imperialistic encroachments of the 
West, historic.ll studies ceased to make progress and tlte next 
event of importance is the impact of V’estern ideas xvhich has 
dominated the present century. Any detailed study of this lies 
outside the scope of the present work but it is imponant to stress 
that acquaintance with Western historiography has not meant 
simply the introduction of new ideals and techniques to replace 
an outworn and dead tradition. Rather it has meant the renova¬ 
tion .ind revival of the best parts of that tradition. There have 

’ See P. Demitt il!e, ‘Chang Hsiich-ch'eng and hij Historiography’, in 
Rtaslty and Pullcjblar.l, op, cit., pp. 
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been more freedom and opportunities to escape from the ex¬ 
cessively annalistic and scissors-and-paste forms of the past 
(sometimes, it must be confessed, old habits die hard), and 
archaeology has revealed wholly new types of source material; 
but in their critical handling of sources Chinese scholars of today 
are following in the footsteps of their eighteenth-century pre¬ 
decessors and have little to learn from the West. Increased 
knowledge of the outside world has chiefly brought liberation 
from orthodoxies that it was previously inconceivable to ques¬ 
tion, simply by providing an external standpoint and material 
for comparison that was formerly almost wholly lacking. 

What importance has traditional Chinese historiography for 
the West ^ Perhaps it is not different in kind from the contribu¬ 
tion which knowledge of Western history has made to Chinese 
conceptions of the past. The plurality of European civilization 
has always meant that there was more possibility within its own 
cultural tradition for points of comparison Even so, the first 
knowledge of China, as of other non-European civilizations, had 
a tremendous liberating effect on the thinking of men of the 
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. Even erroneous or vastly 
oversimplified information about China called into question 
hallowed prejudices and was used as ammunition by critics of 
orthodoxy. We arc past that stage, and a remotely seen China can 
no longer serve the function of a Land of Nowdiere. But now in 
the twentieth century, when the world seems fated to be en¬ 
gulfed in a common pattern of‘Western’ or ‘modern’ civilization, 
it is more important than ever that w^e should be able to find in a 
real knowledge of China’s independent cultural tradition a point 
of comparison and criticism. For this purpose China’s great and 
still living historiograpliical tradition has much to offer. 

E. G. Pulleyblaxk 
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I. Our Knowledge of Chinese Art 
When barriers of time, distance, or language close all other 
doors, a civilization mat’ still be approached through its arts; 
for at least a part of our response to art is direct and immediate. 
Certainly in the twentieth centur)', many people in the Western 
world have derived their chief experience of Chinese culture 
from Chinese porcelain, bronzes, and paintings in Western col¬ 
lections; nhilc the great E.xhibition at Burlington House in 
1935-6, the Venice Exhibition of 1954 on the 700th anniversary 
of the birth of Marco Polo, and the smaller selection of Palace 
Museum Treasures that toured the United States in 1961-2— 
these and other exhibitions liave left a profound impression on 
the mind of the Western public. But is it more than an impres¬ 
sion? Docs it, we must ash, carry wth it any understanding of 
Chinese culture, and has it inspired people to study aspects of 
Chinese citiiization other than art itself? 

When we read accounts of Chinese art written by Western 
scholars and critics who are not tlicmselvcs students of China, 
nc are often dismaj-ed to find how little light they cast, and how 
odd the angle often is. So great an authority as Bernard Bercn- 
son, who, as he observed, ‘had the good fortune to be one of the 
first to feel the beauty of the exotic ans’, and himself built up a 
small but choice collection of Chinese painting and sculpture, 
found in it no more than a superficial chtirm. ‘The c,xotic arts 
soon weary’, he tvrotc in Itis Arsihriia and History. ‘.\s is the 
ca<c with Yogi philosophies, Mazdanianism [j;V] and similar 
appeals, jt is a craving for mere othernes' that draws us to them 
rather than atty unique superiority of their own. Nor can we 
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devote ourselves with advantage to intensive study of them.’ 
Berenson could not take Chinese art seriously because it did not 
accord with his concept of values, of w'hich he gave this defini¬ 
tion : ‘Human values depend on our physical make-up, on the 
w'ay our brain, belly, and members act, and on the demands 
made by the needs, appetites, and impulses they give rise to. It 
is with these that we treat if we wish to come to any understand¬ 
ing of values.’’ Berenson saw these values expressed, and these 
appetites gratified, through the ‘tactile values’ of the art of 
classical and Renaissance Europe, and he was unable to appre¬ 
ciate any tradition in which they were not dominant. Roger Fry, 
on the other hand, though no better informed on Chinese 
culture in general, was acutely sensitive to what he called the 
‘linear rhythms’ of Chinese art,^ and he well understood the 
vitality and stylistic unity that these rhythms give to Chinese art 
as a wiiole 

In general, however. Western observers have, like Berenson, 
been blind to the higher manifestations of Chinese art Marco 
Polo, who spent years at the court of Kublai Khan, scarcely 
seems to have been aware of it. As Eileen Power once pointed 
out, he must have met the great minister and amateur painter 
Chao Meng-fu, he w'ould almost certainly have seen him, and 
his wife, the noted bamboo painter Kuan Tao-sheng, at worh 
with the brush .3 Yet he never mentions them. When Western 
writers do refer to Chinese painting, it is as often as not merely 
to condemn it for failing to achieve the same ends, and employ 
the same techniques, as those of Western painters. The verdict 
of Adatteo Ricci, whose account of Chinese civilization in general 
is remarkable for its penetration and accuracy, is seiere: Chinese 

’ Aesthetics and History (New York, 1948), p. 246. 

^ Cf. his essay ‘The Significance of Chinese Art’, in Chinese Art (London, 

1935) 

3 ‘Marco Polo’, in Hsiao Ch'ien, ed, A Harp with a ‘Thousand Strings 
(London, 1944), pp. 307-8. _ 
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painters, he comments, ‘know nothing of the art of painting in 
oil or of perspectit c in their pictures, with the result that their 
productions arc likely to resemble the dead rather than the 
lit ing’. Ah are? dc Semedo, whose account was first published in 
Kngli'h in 1641, echoes this view. ‘In painting', he writes, ‘they 
have more curiositic than perfection. They know not how to 
make use of cither Oyirs or Shadoeving in the art. . . .’ But, he 
goes on, ‘at present there arc some of them, who have been 
taught by u', that use Oylcs, and arc come to make perfect 
pictures'. The 7 niisrkr Akademtr of Joachim von Sandrart, 
published in 1675, was the first European history of art to devote 
atn space at all to Chinese painting. Beyond describing some 
paintings that he had seen in Rome (brought back, presumably, 
by the Jesuits), Sandrart has little praise for it, while he illus¬ 
trates his account with a portrait of a negro named Higiemondo, 
whom he calls ‘the greatest Chinese painter’.* Needless to say, 
the Chinese, when, rarely, they deigned to take note of Western 
p.ainting, were equally critical. While Europe accused China of a 
totallack of perspective, Tsou I-kuci, court artist to Ch‘icn-lung, 
was criticizing the Jesuit painters for a slavish adherence to such 
technical tricks. ‘Even if they attain perfection’, he commented, 
‘it is merely craftsmanship. Tlius foreign painting cannot be 
called art.' These instances, taken at random, show that the mere 
confrontation with .in ‘cvotic’ art does not necessarily break 
down barriers and open doors. So long as a culture feels itself to 
be perfectly self-contained and self-sufficient, as did both China 
and Europe in the eighteenth centurj’, a style m.iy be borrowed, 
played with, and abandoned, leas ing no permanent mark on the 
culture that borrotsed it. A perfect instance of this is the history 
of rhiwisrrte. 

During the first half of the seventeenth century the huge 

’ and otiic' early European accounts of Chinese painting are dts- 
cessed in rny ‘Sandrart on Chinese Painting’, Oriental Jri. i. 4 (Spring 1040) 
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quantities of blue and white porcelain imported by the Dutch 
aroused great enthusiasm in Europe—not for Chinese culture, 
however, but simply for Chinese blue and white. Pieces changed 
hands at enormous prices. In 1613, Elizabeth, daughter of 
Charles I, was given as a wedding present ‘a cabinet of China 
worke’ worth ,^10,000. Soon blue and white was being copied in 
faience at Delft and Frankfurt, and Chinese lacquered furniture 
was being cleverly imitated by European cabinet-makers A 
second wave of enthusiasm for things Chinese struck Europe in 
the middle of the eighteenth century; but by this time Chinese 
exporters had had the opportunity to study their market, and 
porcelain, often sent out ‘in the blank’ from Europe, was painted 
in the European taste. Pseudo-Chinese motifs, inspired by 
porcelain, gave added charm and gaiety to rococo decoration. 
Eighteenth-century chinoisene was thus not an imitation of 
Chinese art, but a purely European style, perfectly suited to the 
mood of the times.' But there -was no place for its plajdul 
arabesques in the severe neo-Classic art of the Napoleonic era. 
By 1800 Europe’s flirtation with Chinese art (for it was no more 
than that) was nearly over. Charles Lamb’s ‘almost feminine 
partiality to old China’, his Dissertation iifon Roast Pig, and his 
whimsical description of the decoration on the side of a porcelain 
jar (‘that world before perspective’) represent almost the last 
gestures of affection before the tie w^as severed. 

The Industrial Revolution and the Opium Wars robbed 
Europe of her old respect for the Middle Kingdom. No longer 
could her philosophy and institutions be held up as models 
for Europe to follow, as they had been for the writers of the 
Enlightenment. Throughout the greater part of the nineteenth 
century^ Europe remained indifferent to the higher values of 
Chinese civilization, if not actively hostile; for how could a 
nation which the missionaries taught was barbarous and inhuman 

' Thi? point is veil brought out in Hugh Honour’s excellent suoc) 
Chtnoisene. the Vision of Cathay (London, 1961) 
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ha^c produced a great art? Moreover, Europe was forging 
ahead into the era of the machine, and China could offer her 
little but tea. Even that precious commodity porcelain was 
no longer in great demand, cx'cept by collectors; for in 1709! 
after a century of intense efforts in Holland and Germany, true 
porcelain had been perfected by Johannes Bottger at Dresden, 
and by now Europe’s own factories w ere producing all she needed. 

As the nineteenth century progressed, China and Chinese art 
tank still lower in European eyes. The new race of art historians, 
intent on cultivating the virgin soil of Europe, had no time to 
turn their eyes casiuards. During the first eighty years of the 
century almost the only significant contribution to the study of 
Chinese art i\ as Stanislas Julien's translation of the Ching-te-chen 
i'(W-!uy an eightccnth-ccnturj* description of the great pottcrj' 
factory, which appe.arcd in 1856. More characteristic of the 
whimsical antiquarianism of the age is the Notices of Chinese Seals 
Tound in Ireland, a paper read before the Belfast Literarj" 
Society in 1850, describing a number of Chinese porcelain seals 
bearing archaic characters which had been picked up in widely 
scattered places in Ireland during the preceding fifty years. The 
author, who considered them to be of the highest antiquity, 
suggested that they might have been brought over by a party of 
Irish monks from a tour of the Near East in the ninth century. 
The seals were certainly not ancient, but how' they came to 
be scattered over the Irish bogs is a mystcr)-. Somewhat more 
serious w.is P. P. Thoms’s Dissertation on the Ancient Chinese 
} ases cj the Shdtig Dynasty, occasioned by the display at the 
Great Exhibition of 1851 of selected engraxings from an edition 
of the Sung impcri.al cat.alogue Po-ku tUi-lu. It is noteworthy 
that both his work and julicn’sxxerc translations of Chinese texts, 
and nor original studies of actual objects in Western collections. 
Europe had to xvait almost until tlic end of the century before 
the dbciplincs and techniques of the art historian could be 
appEcd to Chinese art itself. 
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The impetus came primaril} from the collectors The destruc¬ 
tion of the Summer Palace in i86i had released a flood oiohjets 
d'art, which Chinese dealers lost no time in offering to the new 
foreign residents of the treaty ports. Thereafter, the increasing 
pace of modernization of China, the opening up of the interior, 
the chaos of revolution, war, and civil war, the rapid rise and fall 
of family fortunes, all combined to create a state of extreme 
fluidity; family collections were broken up and their treasures 
scattered, wdiile indiscriminate digging and the pillaging of last 
numbers of tombs produced still more. By the nineteen-thirties 
the great public collections in London, Paris, Berlin, Washing¬ 
ton, New York, Boston, Chicago, and Kansas City—to name 
but a few—contained riches the like of which could not be seen 
in China out idc the Palace Collection. In certain respects, in¬ 
deed—notably in early ceramics and sculpture—they were far 
richer. 

Parallel to these public collections, and destined eventually 
still further to augment them, were the great private collections 
built up, for example, by Grandidier in Paris, Stoclet in Brussels, 
Von der Heydt in Ascona, Eumorfopoulos, Oppenheim, and 
Percival David m London, Freer in Detroit As the collections 
grew, so did the study of Chinese art and archaeology begin to 
enter a new' phase An important landmark was M Paleologue s 
UArt chinois published in 1887, which contained the first ac¬ 
count of Chinese painting based on Chinese literary sources. A 
more detailed treatment of some aspects was given by Friedrich 
Hirth in his Scraps fioin a Collector's Notebook (1905). Ernest 
Fenollosa’s Epochs of Chinese and “Japanese Art, written at the 
turn of the century (though not published till 1912), was epoch- 
making in the breadth of its treatment. But Fenollosa saw 
Chinese art through Japanese eyes; he praised what they ad¬ 
mired—notably, of course, romantic landscape-painting of the 
Southern Sung—and ignored the rest. In the study of Chinese 
ceramics British scholars have for long held a leading place. In 
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1904—7 Stephen Bushell published his Chinese Art in two 
volumes, a work which, because it makes such excellent use of 
Chinese sources, is still consulted on ceramics today, while the 
later work of Hobson, Honey, and other experts, and the .acti¬ 
vities of the Oriental Ceramic Society of London, have con¬ 
solidated Britain’s position in this respect. Meanwhile, the 
e.^ploraiions of Sir Aurel Stein, Paul Pdliot, and Sven Hedin 
in Central Asia, and the archaeological discoveries of Edouard 
Chavannes and J. G. Andersson in China proper, were making it 
possible for the first time to relate Chinese art to its geographical 
and archaeological setting.* 

Western stud)* of Chinese painting has always lagged, partly 
because until recently very few Chinese paintings of any quality 
were to be seen outside China and japan, partly because it de¬ 
manded a knowledge of Chinese language and literature. It is 
notable that Arthur Waley’s excellent Iniroduciton to the Study 
of Chinese Painting (1923), like the earlier W'orks of Hirth and 
Herbert Giles, was based on literarj' sources rather than on ac¬ 
tual paintings. The encyclopedic compilations of Osvald Siren,^ 
drawn from collections in China, Japan, and the West, have 
helped to present some of the vast wealth of material that is 
available for study, and today a new’ generation of scholars 
(chiefly in Amcriai), widely travelled and rigorously trained, are 
beginning to consolidate the study of Chinese painting on a level 
of scholarship comparable with that expected of historians of 
Western art. 

Nevertheless, it is not possible for Western rcholai^, however 
brilliant or wvll-trained, to outstrip tlic pace of developments in 

Among gmrisl Western nirveys of Chincjc art are the following: Sir 
Ltiyh Aihtort and Basil Gras, Ctir.rsr Art [London. 1951); Laurence Sidmati 
Soper, Art,and Archiifctarc ef China (London, 1956); 

^tillbm Wnietu, Chtnae Art (two voN.; London, 1958)] and Michael 
S’llhvan, Alt trttraiucthn ta Chirrsr An (London, igfii). 

^So‘t notably his raonuntental Cbineic Pateiirg- Ltadtng ^tasters and 
{«\en voIk; London, 1956 and 1958). 
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China itself. Since 1950, archaeological excavation and the pres¬ 
ervation of ancient monuments have been carried out with a 
speed and thoroughness that has left both the country’s ad¬ 
mirers, and her detractors, gasping. To take a few examples; the 
picture of prehistoric archaeology given by Andersson has been 
revised and enormously extended; several ancient capitals, 
including an early Shang city at Chengchow, have been dis¬ 
covered; the palace of the T'ang emperors at Sian has been 
located and excavated, highly important discoveries of Buddhist 
cave temples and of ceramic factories have been made;* while 
the paintings that have been brought to light go far towards 
making up for the losses to foreign collections suffered during 
the first half of the tw'entieth century. 

This happy situation has brought a significant change in 
the relationship between Western scholars of Chinese art and 
archaeology and the subject of their study. Until recently it 
could be said that the picture which they presented was in part 
at least based on their own discoveries, explorations, and excava¬ 
tions in China. They knew the material and its sources at first 
hand Now, for the time being at least, they must be spectators 
Much of their time is taken up with absorbing the published 
researches of Chinese scholars and m the study of the vast col¬ 
lections already housed in their own museums. This situation 
is not a matter for regret, however. On the contrary, when we 
consider that it has been brought about by the energy with 
which China has taken the study and conservation of her artistic 
heritage into her own hands, it should rather be a cause for 
rejoicing. 

* The results of this intense activity are published in Chinese archaeological 
journals such as KJao^hu hsueh-pao^ IC*ao-ku Pung^hsutt^ and uju^ while 
many separate reports and monographs have also appeared See also my 
Introductwir, and for more detailed accounts William Watson, Archaeology «« 
China (London, ig6o), and China Before the Han Dvnasty (London, 1961)1 
and Cheng Te-k‘un, Archaeology in China, vol. 11 • Shang China (Cambridge, 
1960). 
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ii. The Chinese Craftsman 

The remainder of this chapter will be devoted to a short 
survey of some of the essential qualities in Chinese arts and 
crafts, and to a consideration of how the Chinese themselves 
regard their own artistic licritage, and how Chinese art has 
responded, or failed to respond, to foreign influences. By 
answering these questions, however sketchily, wc will go some 
way towards defining China’s unique contribution to the art of 
the world. 

BRO.N'ZE 

Chinese civilization can boast of no great ancient monuments 
comparable with those of Western Asia and the Mediterranean 
world. Even the Great Wall, as we sec it today, is—contrary to 
popular opinion—Largely a creation of the Ming Dynasty. Apart 
from now shapeless mounds, almost nothing survives above 
ground of the cities and tombs of Shang, Chou, and Han, while 
their timber palaces and ancestral shrines have all crumbled to 
dust. So it is difficult for us to visualize the court ceremonies and 
sacrificial rites that were performed in them. It would be harder 
still if the vessels used in these rites had not been interred with 
th.c dead, and so prcserv'cd for our admiration today. 

file archaic bronzes of Shang and Chou have long been 
treasured both as ritual v esscls by the emperors, and as objects of 
historic.al study by antiquarians; while at least since the T'ang and 
^ung Dynasties they' have been copied and forged. But it is only 
in the twentieth century that their chief place of origin has been 
loand. Throughout the later years of the nineteenth century 
mysterious ‘dragon bones’ were being brought to the drug-stores 
of Honan, where they were ground up and sold as restoratives, 
^me, it was noticed, bore incised markings rather similar to 
those of iii'criptions on the oldest of the bronze vessels. These 
v.crc in fact the oracle bones used in divination by the Shang 
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rulers. EA'cntually they were traced to Anyang, where farmers 
and dealers’ agents proceeded to search the ground for more 
specimens. They were richly rewarded, not only with more 
oracle bones, but with the contents of the tombs of the late 
Shang rulers and aristocracy as avcH. By the mid-twenties, the 
flow of Shang ritual bronze vessels into the art market had 
reached such alarming proportions—largely owdng to the in¬ 
terest shown in them by foreign museums and collectors—that 
the government at last took control. In 1927 the Academia 
Sinica began the protection and excavation of the Shang sites at 
Anyang, which, but for a break during the Pacific War, has 
continued ever since. Within the last ten years the picture of 
Shang culture has been immensely enlarged by the discovery 
of the still earlier capital at Chengchow, and of scores of less 
important Shang sites scattered over North China. 

'Wfliile to the Western eye the ritual bronzes of Shang and 
Chou are admirable chiefly for the power of their forms and the 
intense vitality of their decoration, to the Chinese antiquarian 
their value lies mainly in their historical associations, particu¬ 
larly when they are inscribed. Shang vessels bear short inscrip¬ 
tions or none at all, but those of the early and middle centuries 
of the Chou Dynasty, giving details of the circumstances of their 
bestowal on a feudal prince, sometimes run into several hundred 
characters, and thus make the vessel a valuable historical docu¬ 
ment. The early vessels often bear the injunction to the owner’s 
descendants ‘for ever to treasure and use it’. But in fact the 
vessels were often placed in his tomb, and thus came in time to 
acquire the infinitely varied patina that is so highly valued by 
Western connoisseurs Chinese collectors are not seduced by 
these accidental effects, and often rub down or even wax their 
bronzes. 

Bronze-casting had been developed in Chaldea at least a 
thousand years before its first appearance in China, and it is 
likely, though not certain, that the craft was introduced, and not 
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di'-co\<;red independently by the Chinese. However, the acquisi¬ 
tion of the technique did not intolvc any artistic dependence 
upon the Near Fa't, and the ritual bronzes of late Shang and 
early Chou arc not only purely Chinese in form and decoration, 
but in point of technique far superior to any produced beyond 
her frontiers Indeed, they hate never been equalled. It was long 
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thought that thet were cast by the cire perdue method; for hot\, 
it was argued, could detail of such sharpness and precision have 
been modelled ctcept in \\a.\ ? But the recent discot cry of thou¬ 
sands of pottery moulds at the sites of ancient foundries mahes 
it clear that most, if not all, of the vessels, weapons, chariot¬ 
luting.'. and other artefacts were cast in sectional moulds. 

.\lthoiigh the zoomorphic motifs that adorn the ritual vessels 
hate been the subject of endless research and speculation, their 
precise meaning has still not been elucidated. There c.in be little 
uoubt, houever, tliat tlic most powerful of them, the monster 
t!ia 4 called I'ao-t'ieh, uhich is sometime' feline, sometimes 
burine. sometime-s composite, had a protective role, though 
ulicthtr it protected the p.ariicipants in the rite, or the contents 
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of the vessel itself, is not clear. The cicada, 
which often appeared on the legs of vessels, 
IS a very ancient symbol for rebirth or long 
life, the dragon for rain; but again, whether 
they carried those symbolic meanings in the 
Shang Dynasty it is impossible to say, and 
the inscriptions on the vessels never refer to 
° the motifs that adorn them. Today we can 
only marvel at their beauty, achieved by the 
marriage of powerful form with those ‘linear 
rhythms’ in the decoration which Roger Fry 
so rightly saw as being uniquely Chinese. 

A typical vessel is the powerfully modelled 
faiig-t in the Freer Gallery, Washington, 
illustrated in Plate i. This is a square 
container, probably though not certainly 
b for wine, with a deep lid and a large knob. 
The decoration on the bulging sides consists 
chiefly of t^ao-t‘ieh, while below the lip is 
a two-bodied dragon, and birds adorn the 
base. The heavy hooked flanges and the long 
inscription inside the base both help to date 
this vessel in the first decades of the Chou 
Dynasty, but in other respects it represents 
c a continuation of the style of the culminat¬ 
ing period at Anyang. The blend of strength, 
vitality, elegance, and fine craftsmanship 
makes this a masterpiece of the bronze- 
caster’s art. 

The detailed researches on the archaic 
bronzes carried out by Jtmg Keng, Li Chi, 
Kuo Mo-jo, and Ch‘en Meng-chia in 

Fig 2 {a~d) Bronzes of late Shang and early Chou. 
d a It, b hf, c cbtieh-, d. bu. (. 4 fter Mizuno.) 
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China, and hr Karlgrcn, Yetts, Wen- € 
ley, and others in the West, combined ^ 
with the results of the scientific ex- 
catatlon of the last thirty years, have 
laid dotvn the main lines of the c\olu- 
tiou of the brontc art in China, from <■ 
its first beginning in the simple, thinly 
cast vessels of Chengchow.* The cul¬ 
mination of the classic phase came 
in the bronzes of the last century at 
Anpng, winch are unmatched in 
their co-ordinated power and perfec¬ 
tion of technique. The Chou took 
over the arts and rituals of the con¬ 
quered Shang, and at first there was / 
only a gradual modification in the 
bronze style. But by the middle of the 
ninth century b.c. the expansion of 
the Chou empire had brought contact 
with neighbouring cultures, and with 
it a much more radical change took 
place. Old shapes disappear, forms 
become coarser, the hallowed k*vei 
dragon and dissolve in 

Z 

* For B rcctat AUcusnoa of the evolution 
of the bronie art In China, ice WtUiam 
tVauon, JiKar^t Chir.m Btixztt (London, 

Full detailt of the bronte ritual vcms! 
illuutatfd in Plate i, ivlth a translation of 
the inscription, arc given in J. E. Lodge, | 
A. G. Wtniev, and j. A. Pope, Cbi>iett 
BK-rztrt Aitnxg ttf AdKiistjt'eiiyn pf 

yihn Cirim Ixdgt {tVaihir.gton. «$a6). 

F (0 a (e~b). of middle and late Ction. 

t. ii;/. fsjg, t.-s; L buri. (M'ter Miruno.) b 

K 
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endless wavelike meanders, chevrons, and scale patterns Then, as 
Chou declines and the feudal states gain in power, local stylistic 
variations become recognizable for the first time. Finally, under 
the Warring States, a third change occurs. The vessels become 
elegant and refined, as projecting surfaces are smoothed away; 
much use is made of geometric decoration inlaid in gold and 
silver, the hao-t‘ieh returns as a decorative archaism, and there 
appear new kinds of vessel made as much for domestic delight 
as for ritual use. Indeed, the very ritual itself has undergone a 
significant change. Whereas the rites of Shang and Chou were 
undertaken for the purpose of securing blessing and protection, 
those of late Chou have become something very different—a 
means of demonstrating that society is attuned to the workings 
of nature, and of showing a sense of fitness, of what kind of 
behaviour is harmonious and appropriate. As the philosopher 
Hsun-tzu put it in the third century b c., ‘Sacrifice is to express 
a person’s feeling of remembrance and longing. As to the full¬ 
ness of the sense of loyalty and affection, the richness of ritual 
and beauty—^these none but the sage can understand. Sacrifice 
is something that the sage clearly understands, the scholar- 
gentlemen contentedly perform, the officials consider as a duty, 
and the common people consider as established custom.’* Hsun- 
tzu goes on to say that while gentlemen consider it the ‘way of 
man’ the common people still adhere to the old notion that it 
has to do with the spirits. 

What is remarkable, and entirely new, is Hsiin-tzu’s emphasis 
upon the aesthetic aspect of the rites, ‘the richness of ritual and 
beauty’, a concept which is given visible expression in the new 
refinement and elegance of the bronze vessels of this period. This 
concept, moreover, \Nill from this time forward be instinctive in 
the outlook of the Chinese gentleman. Just as ritual, and its 
extension thfough music, poetry, and the shape and decoration 

* Quoted byWm Theodore de Bary, ed , Sources of Chinese Tradition (New 
York and London, i960), p. 124. 
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ofil>c objects used in it, was the gentleman’s means of demon¬ 
strating that he was attuned to the Will of Heaven, so was 
aesthetic beauty felt to be what results when the anist gives 
sincere expression to his intuitive awareness of natural order. 
Beauty, therefore, is what conduces to order, harmony, tran¬ 
quillity. In later centuries this ideal found its noblest expression 
in the landscape-painting of the tenth century and Korthem 
Sung. Its roots, as this passage from Hsun-txu show's, lie in that 
stage in the development of Chinese civilization when men first 
conceived of ritual as being ‘beautiful’. 

jAor. 

Considered simply as a material, jade has had a ritual signifi- 
c.tncc in Chinese cultuml histor)* even greater than that of 
bronze. Since the dawn of history', and earlier, it has been re¬ 
garded with special reverence. Excavations of neolithic graves in 
North China suggest tliat weapons and ornaments of jade w’crc 
reserved for chiefs and other important personages. After the 
coming of bronze, jade weapons and other objects continued to 
have a purely ritual function .ns symbols of rank in the complex 
hierarchy of feudal China. Under the early Chou, for example, 
the king in audience held a broad perforated sceptre (cken kuet)\ 
the duke, prince, and carl other forms of sceptres; the \iscount 
and baron a flat perforated ft disk decorated with a spiral ‘grain 
pattern’. When proclamations were issued, troops mobilized, or 
imperial mcs'agcs carried, the official concerned carried the 
appropriate jade object as an emblem of his authority. Thus, 
throughout c.trly Chinese history, jade played its part in main¬ 
taining the social order. 

’lltc e.xtraordinaty hardness of the stone led to the belief, not 
only that it was itself indestructible, but that it rendered im¬ 
perishable all that came in contact with it. For this reason the 
corpse was set about with ritual jades which protected it from 
harm and decay, and at the same time prevented noxious 
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influences from escaping from the grave. The jadepr disk, which 
by Chou times had come to be looked on as a symbol of Heaven, 
was placed on the back of the corpse; the ts^-ung, a tube squared 
on the outside, symbolizing Earth (Plate 2 ), was placed under 
the abdomen; to the east of the body was set a hiei sceptre, to 
the -west a hu tiger, to the north (at the feet) a huang (half 
sceptre), to the south a chang (short stubby kiiei ); while the seven 
orifices of the body were sealed wnth jade plugs and caps. 

Beside these specific ritual functions, jade has a much wider 
significance in Chinese eyes, aptly summarized in a well-known 
definition in the Han dictionary Shuo-zocn chieh-tzu. ‘Jade is the 
fairest of stones’, it runs. Tt is endowed with five virtues. 
Charity is typified by its lustre, bright yet warm; rectitude by its 
translucency, revealing the colour and markings within; wisdom 
by the purity and penetrating quality of its note when the stone 
is struck; courage, in that it may be broken, but cannot be bent; 
equity, in that it has sharp angles, which yet injure none.’* The 
Chinese language is rich in words having the jade element 
as radical. Many carry the meaning precious, pure, beautiful, 
particularly in regard to women, while the word is also an epi¬ 
thet for the unsullied virtue of the emperor. Thus the word yu 
unites in itself moral and aesthetic beauty, carrjdng much the 
same sense as gold to us, as when we speak of‘a heart of gold’, or 
The Golden Treasury. Many a scholar would set objects of jade 
on his desk, not merely as ornaments but also because of their 
associations, while he would dangle from his belt one or two 
small jades worn smooth by repeated fondling. It was not essen¬ 
tial that the objects themselves be ancient; it was enough that 
their shapes should be traditional. Thus he could indulge to the 
full his passion for this beautiful stone, knowing that its moral, 
ritual, and historical worth w’ould more than justify its purely 
sensuous appeal. 

* Quoted by S Howard Hansford, Chinese Jade Carving (London, 1950)1 
P- 3 *- 
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Part of the value of jade arose from its very hardness, from the 
patience, industry, and skill needed to fashion this most intract¬ 
able of stones into objects of such exquisite refinement and 
beauty. Being harder than steel, jade must be cut with an 
abrasite mixed with water. In early times this abrasive was 
quart/, sand or crushed garnets, but today corundum (emery) 
and the even harder synthetic carborundum are gencnally em¬ 
ployed. Using an .abrasit c, it is possible to cut a hole in a sLib 
of jade even tviih a bamboo drill. Modern writers have described 
in detail the evolution of the craft from ancient times, and have 
shown how the invention of the rotary cutting disk and iron 
drill enlarged the scope of the carver’s art. Already in the Han 
Dynasty the lapidary was carving animals and figures in the full 
round, and tvas learning to exploit the variety of colour in the 
pebbles, leading cvcntu.ally to the miraculous craftsmanship of 
the eighteenth century, when the skilful use of the drill made it 
possible for the carver to cut a chain from a single slab of jade. 
After a decline in the nineteenth cennirj', the craft has under¬ 
gone a vigorous revival in the twenu'eth, and it has been said that 
there is no miracle of cightcenth-ccnturj* craftsmanship that 
could not be rcpc.ited by the carvers of today, 

. The source of the true jade stone, nephrite, in the mountain 
slopes and river beds of Kliotan in Central Asia has long been 
known. Chinese authorities have always claimed that jade was 
aho found in China proper. The fiftli-ccnturv* author Huang 
Chao, for e.xample, wrote a wort, now lost, but quoted in the 
iVe-f/ua kang-nu (1596), in which he enumerated a number of 
sources of the stone within the confines of the JEigliteen Pro¬ 
vinces. In the twentieth centurj- the cold light of Western 
scholarship has been turned on this famous passage, and its 
testimony discounted on the verv’ reason.ible ground that there 
wa« no arcliaeological or geological evidence to support it. An 
additional reason for scepticism was the fact that the Chinese 
traditionally class a number of other ornamental stones such as 
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marble and serpentine as yu, and it has been assumed that it was 
to stones of this kind that Huang Chao referred However, 
recent discoveries suggest that there are grounds for accepting 
the traditional view, at least in part. A pure jade discovered near 
Nanyang in Honan has been geologically identified as nephrite, 
while a noted jade-carver in Peking, who certainly would not 
confuse true jade with serpentine, has reported that he was 
being supplied with jade from Honan. This is but one of many 
instances of the e.xtent to which the evidence of the archaeo¬ 
logist and explorer in modern China is refuting the sceptics, and 
confirming traditional Chinese vicM s. 

1 EXTILES 

Europe had first come to learn of the Central .Asian sources of 
Chinese jade through the Jesuit tra\ eller Benedict de Goes (or 
Bento Goes) who visited the area in 1603. His account of it was 
incorporated in the journals of Matteo Ricci, published in 1615. 
The first accurate picture of Chinese bronze, sculpture, and 
architecture was also presented by Ricci Europe’s familiarity 
with Chinese textiles has a far longer history. 

The great caravan route across Central Asia to the eastern 
shores of the Mediterranean was already bringing Chinese silks 
to Rome before the end of the first century a.d. The more the 
women of Rome craved this gossamer material, the more force¬ 
fully did their grave husbands e.xpress their disapproval. ‘I see 
silken clothes, if you can call them clothes at all,’ wrote Seneca, 
‘that in no degree afford protection either to the body or to the 
modesty of the wearer, and clad in which no woman could 
honestly swear she is not naked.’’ However, such garments were 
not worn by the Chinese themselves, who have always shown 
extreme propriety in matters of dress, but were made from 
Chinese silks split and rewoven in Syria 

The origins of Chinese sericulture are lost m the mists of 

’ Quoted by Hugh Honour in Cbttmserte the Ftsioii of Cathay, p 31 
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.liju'quin'. Legend Ji.u it rJiai it v.a5 the wife nf the Yellow 
Kmftror liersclf nli.» first taught the art to her people, and 
tip to modern times tlic empress has annually sacrificed in her 
temple in the capital ICtidcncc of tcMtle weating has been 
found in the remains of the large neolithic tillage of Pan-p‘o in 
Sheno', tthilc under the Shang and Chou, hron/.c objects were 
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sometimes wrapped in silk for placing in the tomb. The ttcatc, 
fossilised as h were in the corroded mct.al. can still be seen. 
Under the Han. vast quantities of silk were woven for c.tport 
In 16 ti c., f(tr example, the emperor disirihutcd a million rolls 
.along the northern frontier, hoping therebt to sinici/,c, and 
'often, Chinn’s marauding neighbours. Figured and embroidered 
sill' hate been found in Chinese and barb.irian grates in Alon- 
goli.t, binktang, and Southern Siberia. Before the end of the 
Chou Dynany fair copies of documents were being written on 
rill, after rougli drafts had been first composed on wooden or 
bamboo slips; w Iiilc the earliest Chinese painting yet discot cred, 
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depicting a woman with phoenix and dragon, was executed on 
a silk panel of the fifth or fourth century u.c. unearthed at 
Changsha. 

Silk garments became progrcssii'cly more gorgeous with the 
passage of time. The Twelve Symbols which had decorated the 
robes of the Chou emperors continued to appear on ceremonial 
robes up to the end of the Ch'ing Dynasty.' Under Ming and 
Ch'ing, robes embroidered witli dragons were ivorn by the 
emperor and high officials, while from the Yuan Dynasty, civil 
and military ranks ivcrc indicated by the birds and animals set in 
the so-called ‘mandarin squares’ on the front and back of the 
official robes. The best of these were woven in k^o-ssu (‘cut silk’), 
a technique that is believed to have been invented by the Sog- 
dians, improved by the Uighurs, and perfected by the Chinese 
in tlie eleventh century. Far finer in texture than the finest 
Gobelins tapestry, k'o-ssu was also used decoratively, and for 
translating paintings with the tveaver’s art. 

Before the end of the Middle Ages panels of k‘o-ssu were 
already reaching Europe, and were being incorporated in the 
cathedral vestments at Danzig, Vienna, Regensburg, and else¬ 
where, while the weavers of Lucca ivere imitating Chinese 
phoenixes and dragons, and adapting them to the grammar of 
late medieval ornament. This was the final stage in the trans¬ 
planting of the art which had begun in the sixth century, when 
the emperor Justinian, disturbed at the drain on the economy 
that the import of silk was causing, had encouraged the smug¬ 
gling of silkw'orms into Byzantium—an event wffiich provoked a 
characteristic comment from Gibbon: ‘I am not insensible of 
the benefits of elegant luxury,’ he wrote, ‘yet I reflect with some 
pain that, if the importers of silk had introduced the art of 
printing, already practised by the Chinese,’—here Gibbon 
anticipates the discovery by perhaps two hundred years—‘the 

* For a good general account of this subject see Scliuyler Cammann, China's 
Dragon Robes (New York, 1952.). 
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cfimcdics of Menander and the entire dccads of Li\}' \sould 
have been perpetuated in the editions of the sixth centurj'.’ 


j.acouer 

The decorative arts of the Han period arc remarkable for their 
variety, vitality, and essential unity of style. Their vitality is an 





1*1(7. 4 Painted decoration on fragment of a lacquered toilet boc, from 
Changdw. Third centurj n c. 


cvprc.'sion of tJiis most vigorous epoch in Chinese histot}*, when 
China drew strength from all the peoples newly brought within 
licf cultural orbit, and the popular imagination was filled unth a 
richer and more vital folk-lore than ever before or since. The 
tremendous sense ofstylc whidi we have seen already in the ritual 
hronrc' now welds all this diverse material into a unified decora¬ 
tive language. Tlic b.asis of this language is the scroll or volute, 
which is the product of the natural and spontaneous raotement 
of the craftsman’s, or draughtsman’s, hand. It lends itself most 
naturally to the decoration of lacqucr-ware, and the most 
beautiful of Warring States and Han lacquered vessels, boxes, 
and trays arc those adorned with sweeping rhythmic scrolls in 












i86 The Heritage of Chinese Art 

light red on a dark reddish-brown grounds On one object the 
scrolls may take the form of waves, on another hills among which 
deer are leaping, or scudding clouds where the sky spirits disport 
themselves Before the Han, lacquerers were already realizing 
the potentialities of this fluid medium for figure-painting. A 
little box of the fourth or third century b c., found at Changsha, 
IS decorated with a charming processional scene. Under the Han, 
Chengtu and Kwanghan in modern Szechwan boasted two of the 
nine official factories of the empire; and their products, bearing 
the names of their makers, and dates in the first and second 
centuries a.d., have been found in the tombs of Chinese colonists 
at Lo-lang in Korea. Even further afield, Chinese lacquer boxes 
have been excavated from the ‘Graeco-Buddhist’ city of Begram 
in Afghanistan. 

If we w'ere to gauge the progress of the craft during the Six 
Dynasties and T‘ang from the contents of tombs we would be 
forced to conclude that it had declined sharply during this long 
period, if indeed it had not been forgotten altogether But the 
lacquer-ware of the eighth century preserved in the Shosoin 
repository at Nara in Japan shows that, in the first half of the 
eighth century, the art had in fact attained a new splendour. 
Whether the beautiful boxes, arm rests, musical instruments, 
and other treasures of the emperor Shomu, many of which are 
inlaid with mother-of-pearl, were made by Chinese, Japanese, or 
Korean craftsmen is immaterial, for the style is that of T‘ang 
decorative art at its richest and most magnificent. 

Under the Sung, the very few pieces so far excavated point to 
a much quieter and more restrained taste. The Ko-ku yao-lun 

J As yet no useful introductory survc} of Chinese lacquer has appeared, but 
Martin Feddersen’s Chinese Decorative Art (London, 1961) has a chapter on 
lacquer, and a full bibliography. See also Sir Harry Garner, ‘The Arts of the 
Ming Dynasty Introduction’, Transactions of the Oriental Ceramic Society, 
1955-6, 1956-7 (London, 1958); and ‘Guri Lacquer of the Ming Dynasty', 
ibid.-i957-8, 1958-9 (London, 1959). 
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(‘Discussion of the Principal Criteria of Antiquities’) (1387) tells 
us that Sung lacqucrers sverc already carving their designs 
through layers of contracting colours, but no authentic speci¬ 
mens of this^wrMacquer, as the Japanese called it, have yet come 
to light. Most familiar, however, are the carved red lacquers of 
Ming and Ch'ing (Plate ha). The gorgeous colour, the range of 
their subject-matter, and the variety of techniques employed in 
carting the designs offer endless satisfaction to the student and 
collector, tvhilc the fact that they were convincingly imitated by 
Japanese lacqucrers adds piquancy to the study of them. Nc-xt 
to porcelain, it was the lacquer-ware imported into Europe in 
the seventeenth century which inspired the first wave of en¬ 
thusiasm for things Chinese, and thus gave birth to chinoiserie. 

ES'AMtUS 

While lacquer-ware and jade-caning were developed inde¬ 
pendently in China, the art of inlaying enamels was certainly a 
Western importation, and a late one at that. The earliest true 
enamelled wares yet discovered are those unearthed in Myccnean 
sites of the thirteenth to twelfth centuries b.c * At approximately 
the same time craftsmen at Anyang were inlaying ceremonial 
bronze weapons with chips of turquoise. Before the end of the 
Chou Dynasty China had learned the art of glass-making from 
the West, and glass heads and disks, cither as jewels or as sub¬ 
stitutes for jade, were being inlaid in bronze garment-hooks 
and other ornamented objects. But the idea of fusing the molten 
glass paste into a prepared ground never occurred to the Chinese 
crafuman. 

The Ko-ku yao-lui: reported that ‘inlaid work of the devils’ 
country’ ^.c. Arabia) was then being made by Yiinnancse crafts¬ 
men in Peking, which suggests that the art was introduced from 
the West in the latter part of the Yuan Dynasty. The Chinese 

' Tor a full account 'cc Sir Harry Carntr, Chnesf anil Japanese Cloisonne 
Lrcfr.'i (London, 1961).^ 
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probably based their technique on Islamic rather than Byzantine 
enamels. Whatever their origin, in point both of beauty and of 
craftsmanship the Chinese cloisonne enamels of the early Ming 
are much finer than their Western models. Nor does their 
subject-matter owe anything to the West. The pictorial themes 
are borrowed from the popular repertory of Chinese painting, 
while the lovely flowers and scrolling vines executed in brilliant 
colours against a background of cobalt blue are very similar to 
those that decorate blue and white porcelain of the same period. 
The art remained at a high level throughout the late Ming and 
early Ch'ing, and the cloisonnes of the reign of Ch‘ien-lung 
almost made up in delicacy and precision for what they lacked 
of the earlier vitality. 


We have not space to dwell upon the many arts and crafts by 
which the life of the privileged classes was made so agreeable; 
indeed we need not, for it is precisely with these arts that we in 
the West are most familiar. Even the most modest collector will 
have acquired examples of Chinese furniture of recent centuries, 
or carving in bamboo, ivory, and rhinoceros horn, or jewellery, 
or the impedimenta of the scholar’s desk. Indeed, these charm¬ 
ing and exquisite trivia have done much to create in the Western 
mind the image of Chinese civilization as over-refined. But we 
may still enjoy these things, and note with pleasure how play¬ 
fully the Chinese craftsman ignores the limitations of his 
material; how he will execute a metal shape in porcelain, give a 
brush-pot of ivory the form and texture of bamboo, an inkstick 
that of a stone tablet, or a teapot that of a peach. 

Much less famihar to Western eyes are the arts of the un¬ 
privileged masses. Oblivious of the rise and fall of dynasties and 
tlie vagaries of court patronage, the village craftsmen continued 
to fulfil local needs in a rich and lively craft tradition. One region 
might spedalfae in basket-work, another in ftn or nmbrell.. 
making, another in clay toys or in paper-cuts, w-Inle the abori- 
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ginal tribes of tlic south-west arc famous for their batiks and 
cro^s-stitch embroideries. These peasant ans were, of course, 
completely ignored by Chinese collectors. As China transforms 
herself into a modern industrialized state, they mu.st inevitably 
suffer in the long run. In the meantime, however, with active 
support and encouragement from the government, they arc 
undergoing a v igorous revival. 

CERAMICS 

Of all the arts of China, that of the potter has exerted the 
v.idcst influence in the world, and for the longest period. There 
must be a special magic in a commodity that could soothe the 
heart of a sav.ngc Borneo head-hunter, and convey bouillon to 
the lips of Louis XIV. All over south-east Asia the native people 
\\crc buried with Chinese jars, bowls, and dishes of T'ang date 
and later.* A tribe in the Philippines used porcelain bowls in its 
rain-magic because they rang like a bell when struck, and an 
early Chinese tsritcr on Luzon reported that the natii es of that 
island could be diverted from attacking a traveller if he left a 
porcelain howl on the path; the sultans and caliphs of Western 
Asia, we arc told, believing that Chinese celadon would crack or 
change colour if poison touched it, would cat off nothing else; 
the Arab potentates of East Africa decorated their palaces trith 
porcelain dishes inlaid in the w.alls; and when early in the seven¬ 
teenth centur)' the Dutch privatcen brought ashore at Rotter¬ 
dam their rich cargoes ofporcelain captured from the Portuguese, 
Europe responded in the same w.iy. 

Some of the properties that make Chinese ceramics unique in 
tlic a%-orld arc inherent in tlie history of the craft, and in the 
place it has occupied in Chinese lifc.i The shapes range from the 

* Cf. M. SulUvan, ‘Notes on Chinese Eseport Wares in Southeast Asia’, 
7 ‘afi. 0 C.S., 1060-T, 1961-2 (London. >963}. pp. 61-77. 

* For an introduction to the literature of Chinese ceramic!, on which !o 
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purely utilitarian to vessels of so exquisite a purity of form and 
colour that they have no purpose but to gratify the sense of 
sight and touch. Treasured by emperors and scholars, they have 
become the subject of poetry, and poems have been written and 
engraved upon them. Until the grow'th of the vast factory at 
Ching-te-chen in the Afing Dynasty imposed a degree of almost 
mechanical perfection, even the finest wares made for the palace 

revealed the touch of the potter’s 
hand, giving them a living form 
utterly different from the static 
perfection of the Greek tasc. 
This quality is most in evidence 
in the buoyant shapes of the 
T‘ang stoneware and earthen¬ 
ware, and in the apparently 
careless way in which the potter 
allowed the glaxe to run down 
over the body, emphasizing its 
contour; and even in the more 
perfectly finished Sung wares this 
feeling for the living form is never lost. 

Although the craft is so ancient in China, detelopmcnt has 
been slow, and not always in a forward direction, reflecting the 
inability or unwillingness w’C sometimes encounter in Chinese 
history to exploit a technical invention. The magnificent painted 
pottery of the late neolithic period, for example, was followed by 
the relatively lifeless and uninteresting earthenwares of Shang 
and Early Chou. Some of the pottery e.xcavatcd at An} ang is 
glazed, though it is not certain w'hethcr these glazes were de¬ 
liberate or accidental. Shards from sites of the Western Chou 

much has been WTitten in Europe and America,- the reader is referred to W. Ih 
Honey, ‘The Ceramic Art of China and other Countries of the Far East (London. 
1945); Feddersen. Cbtmse Decorative Art-, and Jolm A. Pope, Chinese Porcelains 
from the Ardehl Sbrtnc (Washington, 1956)- 
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Fig. 5. Painted pottery vessel 
from IVIa-ch‘ang, Kansu Neo¬ 
lithic period, c. 1700-1300 b.c. 
(After Watson ) 
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(ninth to eighth centuries b.c.) hate heen proved by cliemical 
analysis to be true porcelain—taking that term to mean a hard, 
fully fu<cd, and vitrified body. But these discoveries, it seems, 
v.erc not immediately followed up, and it was many centuries 
btforc any further important tcdinical adtanccs w'crc made, 
'llxc nett significant steps, the perfecting of pure white porcelain 
and of coloured gla’/cs, w'erc not taken until the sixth and sev¬ 
enth centuries a.d. (Plate 4). The T'ang also sats the beginning 
of the art of painting designs under the gla7C. For the next six 
Inindred jenrs this technique w'as confined to the local pottery 
made for everyday use; it was not employed on imperial wares 
until the appearance of‘blue and white’ in the fourteenth cen¬ 
tury. Under the Sung the w'ares reserved for the palace—the five 
so-called classic wares, Ting. Ju, Ch‘ai, kunn, and ko —were all 
monochromes of tlie most exquisite purity of form and colour. 
I'lie lovely va<c illustrated in Plate 5 is a typical example of the 
kuan (official) w.tre made at Hangchow in tlic twelfth centurj' 
for use in the pahicc. 

^’he tr.iditional view of a small group of factories turning out 
.a limited number of characteristic xxarcs was established by 
Chitjcse connoisseurs, and for long uncritically accepted by 
Western dealers and collectors But the discoveries and research 
of recent years hav e rev c.iled that it by no means presents a true 
pictvire of ceramic production in China. It is no longer possible, 
c.xcept in a few outstanding cases, to attribute any ware to a 
particular factorj-. It is now becoming dear not only that there 
were many local kilns wliich Chinese connoisseurs ignored and of 
which the literature makes no mention, but also that one district 
factory often imitated the wares of another: Ting vv'as copied, 
sometimes very expertly, in other factories in North China, in 
the Liao Kingdom, and at Chi-chou in Kiangsi; relatively back¬ 
ward Hun.m less successfully imitated the Yueh w'are and 
celadon of Chekiang; kilns in Szechwan copied almost all the 
important vvarcs that were brought up river; while ‘Tz'u-chou’ 




7he Heritage of Chinese Art ^93 

ihe wares produced under K‘ang-hsi, Yung-cheng, and Ch ien- 
lung, the range of shapes and glaze colours seems inexliaustible, 
while Sung and Ming imperial porcelains were being imitated 
with a shill that has deceived many modern authorities 
Although the imperial kilns fell on hard times after the 
abdication of Ch‘icn-lung in 1796, the commercial factories at 
Ching-te-chen have continued to produce porcelain of high 
technical quality, though of less and less originality, up to the 
present time. Meanwhile, the products of local kilns, notably in 
Ttilicn, Szechwan, and Honan, some of which have been hither¬ 
to undeservedly neglected both by Chinese and Western con¬ 
noisseurs, have at last been recognized as the custodians of all 
that is most vital in the Chinese ceramic tradition; and it is from 
these that wc hope that new life may be put into the porcelain of 
Ching-te-chen. Te-hua in Fukien, however, has long been noted 
for its white porcelain. The seated figure of Kuan-yin illustrated 
in Plate 6 is a very beautiful eighteenth-century example of the 
Tc-hua tradition of ceramic modelling that is still flourishing 
today. 

PAIXTING AND CALLIGRAPHY 

In China, painting, and more especially landscape-painting, is 
mistress of the arts. That this should be so seems not unnatural 
when we consider that one of the aims of Chinese philosophy and 
religion has always been to discover the workings of the universe 
and to attune man’s actions to them. A Chinese painting, there¬ 
fore, not only embodies the visible forms and forces of nature, 
bur also displays the painter’s understanding of their operation. 
His purpose is to present the subtle and complex forces of nature 
as harmoniously interacting, to show man in his true relationship 
to her, and to cont cy the life that is in all things by means of the 
springing 1 italitj* of his brushwork. In a sense, therefore, everj' 
picture, Kowev er slight, is a generalized philosophical, or rather 
meiaphi'sical, statement, even though it may be inspired by a 
sis«n 
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particular place or memory. For the painter is not concerned 
with individual events, or with the accidents of time and place. 

This generalization, this apparent detachment—so different 
from the passionate attachment to visible objects that we find in 
Rembrandt, Chardin, or Van Gogh—makes it difficult for the 
Western viewer to appreciate Chinese painting at first encounter 
He finds it remote, tranquil, or merely decorative, and he is 
sometimes wearied in the long run by what he takes to be a 
sameness in style and content. The English critic Eric Newton, 
for example, finds Chinese painting, for all its charm, ultimately 
cold and unsatisfying; in its tendency to generalization he sees 
‘an air of finality’ that precludes any possibility of change, or 
development, or surprise.> There is some justification for this 
view. The restless ‘search for form’, the experiments with style 
and technique which give such interest to the study of Western 
art, play little part in Chinese painting. Like the concert pianist, 
the Chinese painter must be fully master of his technique and 
repertoire before he can consider presenting his work to others. 
He will not hesitate to make use of the vocabulary of‘type-forms’ 
and brush-strokes evolved by his predecessors; and often it is only 
a highly trained eye that can detect the differences between two 
painters in the same tradition; between, say, figure studies by 
Ch‘iu Ying and T‘ang Yin, or a landscape by Wen Cheng-ming 
and his nephew Wen Po-jen And yet, in another sense, the 
Chinese painter's statement is anything but final; for only a 
clear statement about something specific can be final—Chardin’s 
bottles, for example, or a Rembrandt self-portrait. On the con¬ 
trary, he is acutely aware that he is only hinting at the truth, 
whether he presents a swiftly sketched spray of bamboo, or a 
vast panorama of mountains and valleys, he is ghing us no more 
than a glimpse of a totality that lies beyond expression. 

The apparent lack of perspective in Chinese painting is bound 
up with this desire to avoid a complete or finite statement. If by 
' European Patmtng and Sculpture (Hannondsi\orth, 1941), p 3 °’ 
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pcrspcrtisc \\c mean the delineation ofform^ on a flat surface as 
they would appear to a tiewer standing at a fixed point, tlicn 
Chinese painting indeed has no pcrspccrive. The clcventh- 
centurj’ critic Shen Kua tool, the landscapist Li Ch’eng to task 
for his skill in what he called ‘painting his eaves from below’. 
‘This is absurd’, he wrote. ‘iUl landscapes liavc to be viewed 
from the angle of totality to behold the parr.... If we .apply his 
method to die painting of mountains, we arc unable to sec more 
than one layer of the mountain at one time. How could we then 
see the totality of its unending ranges ?... Li Cldcng surely does 
nor understand the principle of viewing the part from the angle 
of totality. His mc.asurcment of height and distance is certainly a 
fine thing. But shotild one attach paramount importance to the 
angles :vnd corners of buildings V Shen Kvva objects to Li Ch'eng’s 
application of the principle of one-point perspective because 
it sets arbitrarv' limits to the power of the artist to embrace 
the whole. I'hcrc arc indications tliat until the end of the 
Northern Sung Dynasty at least, other painters beside Li Ch'eng 
were making c.\pcriment 5 along thcsclincs, a remarkable c.vamplc 
being the long handscroll by CliangTsc-tuan depicting prepara¬ 
tions for the Ch‘ing-ming fcstiv.il which has recently been dis¬ 
covered in China. But such experiments ceased after the end of 
Northern Sung, when the aim of the scholar-painter wms no 
longer to rev cal nature hut to e.xprcss himself. Most characteris¬ 
tic of Chinese landscape-painting in all periods is what might be 
termed a continuous perspective, which shifts horizontally in 
the handscroll and vertically in the hanging scroll, so that the 
view of each successive area is correct to the c} c directly opposite 
that point. By thus avoiding a fixed view point, and by the subtle 
placing in his panorama of a winding mountain path, a ferry, 
perhaps a tea-house, and a few small figures, the painter not only 
creates tlie illusion of an actual landscape, but lie also cunningly 
Invites us to explore it. 

The Chinese view of what constitutes suitable subject-matter 
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for painting presents another striking contrast with that of 
Europe. The Chinese painter’s aim is always to present a view of 
the world that is satisfying and spiritually refreshing; conse¬ 
quently only themes which carry this message would he consider 
worthy of his brush. He would regard with horror the rapes, 
executions, and massacres which, whether of religious inspiration 
or not, we are trained to contemplate as works of art; for to him 
art is indivisible, and our Western ability to admire colour, form, 
and composition in a picture without being in any way affected 
by distasteful subject-matter implies, if not a corrupt view of the 
world, then at least a dangerously fragmented one. 

The lofty calm and detachment from worldly things implicit 
in a Chinese painting suggests that the painter himself lived in a 
world apart. But this was only partly true. While some of China’s 
greatest painters—^Ni Tsan, for example, or Shih-ch‘i—^have 
been eccentrics and hermits, many led an active public life, 
whether as cabinet minister or district magistrate, which brought 
them face to face with the world and its problems. But when 
these men returned home at the end of a busy day to paint a 
landscape or compose verses, they deliberately left the ‘dusty 
world’ behind them. The Ming scholar-painter Wen Cheng- 
ming, for example, was during the middle years of his life too 
busy with his historical work in the Hanlin Academy to spend 
his time wandering in the mountains, as he no doubt would have 
preferred. But he could still take up his brush to paint a landscape 
panorama that would bring refreshment to himself and pleasure 
to his friends. To say that such a painting was ‘escapist’ might 
suggest that it was insincere. Yet it was in the highest sense 
escapist because it liberated the mind from material things. To 
achieve this, a painting had to be tranquil, harmonious, and 
meaningful. Mere originality counted for little or nothing.* 

* An excellent introduction to Chinese painting from the Chinese point of 
view is Chiang Yee, The Chinese Eye (London, 1935). In addition to the work 
of Osvald Siren cited in note i, p. 198, general sun'eys include William 
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To fulfil ixs role, moreover, it was ncccssarj’ that a painting 
conform in its colours and shapes to those of nature, not because 
realism as such was desirable, but because not to paint things 
correctly would suggest that the artist did not understand them. 
Accuracy in depicting the procession of the seasons, for example, 
with the trees and plants in their appropriate colours and foliage 
was an outward sign of a deeper understanding. But accuracy 
alone was never enough. Too meticulous a conformity to nature 
would rob the painting of the quality essential above all—^vital¬ 
ity; for it was through tlic springing movement of the artist’s 
(and the calligrapher’s) brush tliat he expressed his awareness of 
the life of nature. Finally, and increasingly as time went on, it 
was desirable that the painting should contain some reference, in 
composition or brushwork, or even merely in title, to the work 
of some great master of the past. 

These fundamental requirements of a painting were, so far as 
we know, first set down in writing by the painter and critic 
Hsieh Ho (c, a.d. 500) in the short preface to his classified list of 
still earlier masters. His celebrated *si.x principles’might be briefly 
tninshited as follows; spirit-consonance and life-movement; the 
‘bone method’ in the use of the brush; conformity to the shapes 
of objects in nature; conformity to their colours; care in placing 
and arranging the elements in the composition; transmission of 
the tradition by copying past models. Fidelity to nature and 
conrincing scale relationships were particularly important dur¬ 
ing this fonnative period, when painters were still wrestling 
with clementaiy problems of proportion and distance; while the 
last principle enshrines an attitude to tradition which is unique 
to Cliina, and is discussed further in tite ne.xt section of this 

Colin, Chintte PtUtMg (London, 1957); Sherman E. Lee, Chinese Landscape 
Painsirg (reWied edition, Cleveland, 196a), white James Cahill's Chinese 
Pasnisrg (Genexa, igfo) is notable for its fresh outlook and sympathetic 
treatment of the literarj' school. Siren’s Cbsntse Patntmg (j volt., London, 
>956 and 195$) is encyclopedic in its scope. 



19 ^' The Heritage of Chinese Art 


chapter. Later critics and theorists emphasized one aspect or 
another, but all were agreed upon the fundamental importance 
of the first, Hsich Ho’s ci/i-yun (‘spirit-consonance’). Its precise 
meaning has been endlessly debated, and every Western historian 


of Chinese art has produced 



Fig. 6. P.nrl of tlie llstno-yaofur, 
.nn c\.implc of /. ut-ibu cnlli- 
pmplu In the .Simp poet Sn 
Tunp-p‘o. (After Ciiiaiip Vte.) 


his own rendering of the term. It 
may simply be said that it con¬ 
cerns the vital cosmic spirit or 
breath {rh'’i) to which the painter 
must attune himself {ym) if he 
is to be able to express the life 
and movement, or perhaps lifc- 
in-movement, that is manifest in 
nature. This vit.ility i< convejcil 
by means of the second principle, 
the structural strength and ten¬ 
sion of the brush-stroke, implied 
by the apt use of the ‘bone’ image, 
that painting and calligraphy 
share in common.’ 

It was through the practice of 
calligraphy—whether the square, 
powerful li-shti (clerk’s hand) of 
the Han Dynasty, the elegant 
standard k^ni-shn, the cursite 
hsing-shu, or the still more cursit e 
ts^ao-shu (gra's writing)—that the 


scholar-gentleman refined am! 
developed hi' <en«c of balance, motement, and form.- Caill* 

’ Osvald Sirin''* Thf Chursc on tbcJln »[ Puininif; (FVUng, I93f>), of 'd<ich 
•a revised edition i< in prcp,ir.nion. provides a useful introduction to Chinciu" 
critic.al and theoretical svritinps, form of which arc tr.in'l.itrd and di*cu«cd 
in more dct.iil in Willi.am R. It, Acler, y-rn'o T'urj; utu! ['r/-'T‘anti T<»/< c 
Chinese Puiuting (Leiden. 1954). 

^ Chiang Ycc. Chinese Calligraphy {hornion, 1954), is a good general intro¬ 
duction to this ni’.'jcct. 
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gniplu’ has oAcn been compared to modern Western abstract 
CApressionism and ‘action painting’, for both are the product of 
the controlled nertous energy of the hand that holds the brush. 
But the comparison is a misleading one. For the Western ab¬ 
stract painter, pure form, di\orccd from content, is all: form, 
in fact, is content. But even the most extreme of Chinese ex¬ 
pressionists always sought .a meaning beyond pure form. The 
p.assagc of calligraphy would be less admirable if it were totally 
illegible or its content trivial. In painting, the most outrageous 
techniques of the modern abstract expressionists were antici¬ 
pated by Chinese eccentrics in live eighth and ninth centuries; 
one master would flip his ink-soaked hair at the silk; another 
splarii it with ink while he danced to Unnsic, facing in the oppo¬ 
site direction; a third would spread ink in pools on silk laid out 
on the floor, then drag an assistant round and round sitting on a 
sheet. But these bizarre methods xvcrc never ends in themselves. 
Tlie records tell us—for unhappily not one of these remarkable 
pictures has survived—that having thus spilled their ink, the 
painters then proceeded, by tlic deft addition of scattered trees, 
waterfalls, and pavilions, to turn their smear.s and blotches into 
landscapes. The Zen ink painters of the twelfth and thirteenth 
centuries expressed their moment of illumination in brushuork 
hardly less explosive. Here at least we might expect to find pure 
abstraction. But Mu-ch‘i and Ying Vii-chicn conveyed their 
metaphysical excitement not in empty gestures with the brush, 
but in the shape of a monk tearing up the sutras, or a mountain 
village emerging out of the mist (Plate 7). For the painter, as for 
the c-flligraphcr, mere form was nev er cnovigh. 

The history of Chinese p.ainting can be regarded as the historj' 
not. as in the West, of the exploration of the visible world, so 
much as of the development of a pictorial ] 3 ngu.agc. As we trace 
the evolution of landscape-painting, for example, we can plot the 
stages in the growili of tliis language, of vvbich the words, as 
it were, arc roefo and trees, mountains and water, the letters 



200 


^he Heritage of Chinese Art 

brush-strokes. The first significant steps towards the evolution of 
landscape-painting as an art in its own right were taken in the Six 
Dynasties, when painters such as Tai Iv'uci and Ku K*ai-chih 
(355-406), liberated from Han orthodoxy and stimulated by the 
richly descriptive language of contemporary poctrj-, were strid¬ 
ing to create a landscape style.' No genuine silk paintings of thi': 
period remain, but two of Ku K‘ai-chih’s scrolls survive in late 
versions, the famous illustrations to the Admonitions of the Court 
Instructress in the British "Museum, one of which shows a moun¬ 
tain scene, being a faithful copy of the ninth or tenth century. 
Under the T'ang Dynasty the energies of most artists were 
absorbed in the decoration of Buddhist temples, yet landscape¬ 
painting made considerable advance. Later Chinese critics and 
historians credit Wang Wei (699-759) with having been the first 
to paint landscapes in monochrome ink, but tJjc evidence sug¬ 
gests that he chiefly w-orked in the decorative ‘green and blue’ 
manner {ch^ing-lu) that had been developed by Chang Scng-jn 
and others in the sixth centurj'. His unique position stems from 
the fact that he was also a famous poet and scholar, and hence 
the spiritual ancestor of the ‘literary painters’ of Yuan, Ming, 
and Ch‘ing. 

After a period of relative stagnation during the latter half of 
the "Pang Dynasty, what v/ould now'adays be called a ‘major 
breakthrough’ took place in the tenth centut}', chiefly under tlsc 
liberal patronage of Li Hou-chu, ruler of the petty state of 
Southern T‘ang at Nanking, and of the first emperor of 
Northern Sung. Li Ch‘eng and Fan K‘uan gave expression to 
the cold grandeur of the northern scene in landscapes of truly 
monumental power. The latter’s 7 ravellers amid Mountains and 
Streams, in the Palace Collection in 'Faiwan, combines a noble 
yet c'scntially simple composition with great rlchnc*^: and 
density of texture, achieved by the aid of repealed short d.’shs 

* Thit form.-4tive perjocJ it ditcus'cd irs detail in M. Sulitv.in. 7 hi Dink «/ 
I^rJscaf-f DctTttir.^ in China (London, Berkeley, and Anpele*, 





LATE 8 











201 


7he Heriiage of Chinese Art 

v,’ith the bru'h ivhich represent the first step in tlic development 
of the painter's vocabulary of texture strokes. 

The bold, stern style of Li Ch'cng and Fan K'uan, which laid 
great emphasis upon the calligraphic strength and tension of the 
brush-stroke, became the basis of the ‘Northern* style of later 
professionals and academicians. In the eleventh century this 
style was furilicr developed, and its composition made more 
flexible, by Kuo Hsi, whose superb scroll Early Spring is illus¬ 
trated in Plate 8. At tlic end of Northern Sung its most in¬ 
fluential exponent was the court painter, Li T‘ang. Under the 
Southern Sung, his followers in the Academy, notably Ma Yuan 
and Hsia Kuci, upheld the new orthodo.x Li T‘ang manner. But 
the *Ma-Hsia school’, as it came to be called, reflected the verj' 
diflerent temper of the court at Hangchow. Though preserving 
the brilliant, angular brushwork, they abandoned the full com¬ 
position and dense tc.xturc of the earlier masters (Plate 9); in 
their most characteristic paintings, many ofvshich arc fans and 
album-leaves, rocks and trees are pushed to one side, and a 
solitary figure gazes our acro's vast empty distance to where the 
distant hilltops rise above the mist. It is this kind of painting, 
delicately evocative and nostalgic in content, somewhat man¬ 
nered in technique, which has become most familiar to Western 
admirers, chiefly through the vvTitings of Laurence Bins on and 
otiicr critics who were influenced by Japanese taste. So highly 
was it praised, indeed, that all later painting was looked on as a 
long slow decline from the climax achieved by Ma Yuan and 
Hsia Kuci. In fact, although this ‘Northern’ tradition continued 
to flourish in later centuries, it always remained the special 
province of court painters and professionals. 

The school oflandscapc-painting which Tung Ch‘I-ch‘ang and 
other Ming critics labelled ‘Southern’, and credited to Wang 
Wei, was given its first clear formulation in the work of the 
tenih-centun-landscapists Tung Yuan and Chii-jan. These and 
other painters living in the more genial environment of Nanking 
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painted the rounded liills the dense foliage, and the rain-soalcd 
atmosphere of the Soutli in richer ink and broader, more relaxed 
bruslntork, utterly different from the spectacular contrasts and 
jerky rhythms of the ‘Northern’ painters. The style was taken up 
by NH Fei and his son Mi Yu-jen, who added their own charac¬ 
teristic ink-blob technique, the ‘Mi-dot’. But Hui-tsung would 
have none of Mi Fei’s pictures in the imperial collection, and 
indeed the Southern style was too personal and informal to find 
fax our at court. Unrecognized during the Southern Sung, it was 
revived in the "i’uan Dynasty by the four great scholar-painters, 
Huang Kung-xvang, W’u Chen, Ni Tsan, and Y’ang Meng, xxho 
refused to take office under the Mongols and lix cd in retirement 
in the South. A detail of Huang Kung-xx-ang’s masterpiece, a 
long panorama of the Fu-ch‘un mountains in Chekiang, is illu«- 
trated in Plate lo. These men and others like them came to be 
called yin-shih (‘retired scholars'). Not only their style of paint¬ 
ing, but their calligraphy, poetry, scholarship, and indeed their 
xvholc xvay of life became the ideal for all later painters in the 
‘Southern’ tradition, most notably for the Ming masters Shen 
Chou and Wen Cheng-ming and other members of the *Wu 
school’ centred round Wuhsicn. This part of Chekiang has re¬ 
mained the principal centre of literary painting {wen-jen-hua) 
up to modern times. 

Tung Ch‘i-ch‘ang’s dixision of painters into ‘Northern’ and 
‘Southern', based verj largely upon xvhether he despised them as 
professionals and court painters or admired them as scholars and 
amateurs, has bedevilled Chinese art criticism since his day. 
Moreover it is a gross over-simplification. The great Yiian offi¬ 
cial and court painter Chao Meng-fu, for example, xxhom he 
placed in the ‘Nortlitrn’ school largely, it seems, because he xv.ts 
a collaborator, could easily assume the mantle oi's yin-shih after 
office hours, so to speak, and thereby become a ‘Southern’ painter. 
Under the Ming, certain painters such as T‘ang Yin and Ch‘ut 
"i'ing took up a position midxxay betxvecn the txx'o <chool-, and 
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their painting contains dements of both. 'I'ung CJi*i-ch*ang*s 
phiio'ophy of .art histor)' had a profound influence upon subse¬ 
quent gcncration< of‘literary’ painters, howctcr. For not only 
did it m,i}.e tlicm intensely conscious that they, and they alone, 
were the true custodians of traditional Chinese values, Init it 
ai<o in rime made their painting as studied and in it"; n.ty 
ac.tdcmic as tliat of the academicians themselves. Moreover, 
Tung Ch‘i-ch‘ang's immense prestige made liim an arbiter of 
taste, almo't a censor: the literati could no longer see the p.jint- 
ing of Sung, Yuan, and Ming except as he interpreted it. \^’llen 
the ‘Four Wangs’ of the seventeenth century (Wang Sliih-min, 
the earliest of them, h.id been his pupil) painted in tlie manner 
of Huang Kung-wang or Chu-jan, it was the surviving versions 
approved hy lung Ch‘i-ch‘ang which tliej’ took .as their models 
During the last three centuries tlic rich and subtle language of 
the brush could sttU produce landscapes of great beauty and 
deep poetic feeling, but the .attitude of the literati rcvc.iled a 
growing and unhealthy dependence on the p.ast. 

Against this dependence, .and .against the ovcr-intcllcctualism 
of I'ung Ch‘i-ch‘ang and hi' following, some free spirits of the 
early Ch’ing Dymasty revolted. Shih't‘ao (1641-c. i/l/). in a 
celebrated essay, declared that ‘the best method is that v\ liich 
has never been a method’; and he and other individualists, such 
as the monk Shih-cldi and tlie eccentric F.-i-t.t Shan-jen (Chu 
T.t), proceeded to express themselves with marvellous spon- 
Mneitv, disregarding .all the rules, .and generally, though not 
alu.ays, in the intimate framework of the album-leaf. The 
latter's illustrated in Plate n, is a splendid example of 

their free, unfettered brushvvork. They would have perfectly 
understood John Constable’s oft-quoted remark that ‘painting 
is for me hut .another word for feeling’ But these and other 
groujw of individmalisti formed a circle uitliln a circle. Even 
more than the literati .a« a vv hole, they spoke only to each other, 
and their inventiveness was too private a thing to halt the 
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paralysis that was creeping over Chinese painting during the 
latter half of the Ch‘ing Dynasty. 

This wide variety in outlook and treatment, equally evident in 
bird and flower, and in flgure-painting, can be partly explained 
in terms of the position of the artist in society, and the sources of 
his patronage Under the Later Han Dynasty the painter be¬ 
longed to a hierarchy of officials, attendants, and artisans, his 
status depending on his skiU. During the Six Dynasties there 
were court painters (Ku K‘ai-chih was one) but, at least until the 
time of the emperor Wu of the Liang Dynasty, such was the 
chaos and uncertainty that imperial patronage counted for little. 
From this time until the ninth century the greatest patrons were 
the monasteries, and there was hardly a master who did not do 
his share of Buddhist wall-painting. The period of most en¬ 
lightened patronage came in the tenth century and Northern 
Sung, when the emperors gathered round them a brilliant 
coterie of painters and poets to whom they gave complete free¬ 
dom of expression. Hui-tsung, the last emperor of Northern 
Sung, is generally held to have been the most enlightened of all, 
but for all his passionate devotion to the arts, he encouraged 
m his painters an academic realism—or, because the birds and 
flowers they painted were so flawless and perfect, we should per¬ 
haps call it idealism—that boded ill for the future of court painting 
in China. A beautiful example of the style he both encouraged 
and practised himself (for he was an excellent painter) is the fan 
painting of a shrike by the academician Li An-chung, illustrated 
in Plate iza. After the fall of the Southern Sung the status of the 
court artists sharply declined. The Academy was abolished, and 
court painters to the Ming emperors were seldom more, and 
sometimes much less, than palace servants. From the time of the 
Mongol conquest until the reign of K‘ang-hsi (1662-1722), 
talented painters kept well clear of the capital, forming loose 
groups centred on Soochow, Hangchow, or Nanking, painting 
for each other’s pleasure and that of a few cultivated amateurs. 
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True psiniifjg, -is opposed to the u.ork of the p-ilnce decorators, 
thus became more and more a private language. 

In order not to be taken for professionals, the scholar-painters 
of Yuan, ^ling, and Ch’ing would cukitatc a deliberate 
amateurishness, A celebrated story tells of the Yuan landscape- 
painter Ni Y'san, wlio prided himself on his ‘awkwardness’ {(ho)\ 
when a friend protested that his bamboos didn’t look like real 
Immboo at all, he is said to have answered, ‘. 4 h, but a total lad: 
of resemblance is hard to achieve; not everyone can manage it.’ 
The great statesman Chao Meng-fu w as a painter of professional 
fl ill, tvhicls he found some difficulty in concealing when painting 
‘scliolarly’ landscapes in monochrome ink. From this time for¬ 
ward the aim of the scholar-painters was not to depict nature— 
that could be left to the academicians and professionals—but to 
c-tprc-ss tlicir own thoughts. They spoke of merely ‘borrowing’ 
rocks and trees as convenient sliapcs in which to ‘lodge’ their 
feelings, which could as well be conveyed in the langiunge of 
poetry and calligraphy. Poems, inscriptions, and dedications 
written on the painting itself, or on its mounting, far from 
marring it, added to its meaning and value, and strengthened 
the sense of intimacy between the p.sintcr and tlie viewer. 
Poetic, scholarly, intensely personal, the painting of the 
litcmr)' men of Yiian, Ming, and Ch‘ing (tlie mn-jen-hud) is the 
.art of an intellectual dite aloof from the world. But It could not 
remain so indefinitely, and by the nineteenth century its springs 
of inspiration liad run drj*. The most significant event of the 
modern revolution in Chinese art has not been the impact of 
Western realism, but the breaking down of the social and 
intellectual barricades behind which the scholar class had en¬ 
trenched itself. 

in. Ahe Aiiiitide of the Chinese to their Otvn Art 
7 'hc his-toricai sense of the Chinese is nowhere more apparent 
tlian in their attitude to their own artistic heritage. We trill find 
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no instance in China of the reverent preservation of ancient 
relics comparable with that of Japan, but neither will we en¬ 
counter anything like the extreme readiness to abandon or even 
destroy traditional works of art which the Japanese showed in 
their first wave of enthusiasm for things Western, late in the 
nineteenth century. China needed no Fenollosa to reverse the 
wholesale process of destruction and to point out the value oi 
the legacy to its inheritors, because the Chinese, however care¬ 
less they might be about the preservation of individual objects, 
were already imbued with a strong sense of historj^ and a pro¬ 
found awareness of the ^'alue of their cultural heritage. 

It is no exaggeration to say that the Chinese gentleman and 
collector (the terms are often synonymous) is in love with the 
past, and cherishes any object which by its form or inscription 
reminds him of it. When his eye falls on the miniature porcelain 
tripod standing on his desk, not only does he savour the perfec¬ 
tion of its form and glaze, but a whole train of associations are 
set moving in his mind. For him his tripod is treasured not 
simply for its antiquity or rarity, but because it is a receptacle ot 
ideas, and a visible emblem of the ideals by which he lives. In¬ 
deed, although he would be gratified to know that it was the 
genuine Sung Dynasty piece it purports to be, it would not be 
robbed of all its value to him if he subsequently found that it was 
in fact a clever imitation of the Ch‘ien-lung period—particu¬ 
larly if it bore an appropriate inscription cut in archaic char¬ 
acters. Even a mere fragment is often enough. The Ch‘ing 
collector Lu Shih-hua notes in his delightful Shu-hua shuo-ling 
(‘Scrapbook for Collectors’) that members of his circle would be 
quite content with one or two lines of a rubbing from a Sung 
autograph, and would not trouble to acquire the rest: ‘For as 
soon as one has come to know the brush technique and the spirit 
of the work of the ancient artists, one can derive the rest by 
analogy.’* 

* R. H. van Gulik, Scrapbook for Chinese Collectors (Beirut, 1958), p. 50; 
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A painting, if of liigli quality, stylistically right, and adorned 
with the name and seals ofa \vcll 4 nown scholar-painter and the 
laudatory inscriptions of his friends, might ucl! be treasured less 
for its taluc as a work of art in itself than for the rich poetic and 
scholarly association that it evoked. 'J’hc Chinese collectorwho, 
for example, spccialiacd in the landscapes of the ‘Four Wangs* or 
those of the ‘ivighl Eccentrics of Vangchow* tvould he more 
gf.itificd if he Iiad works of high quality attributed to all of them, 
than if he had inrontrotcrtihlc proof that any one of them was 
genuine. Indeed, he would rcg.ird the Western passion for mere 
.imhenticity as quite inexplicable. It could be said in explanation 
of this attitude that it is gencmlly much more difficult to detect 
a faVe in Chinese than in Western art, where a ease can often be 
proven by X-ray or chemical tests, and that the Chinese collector 
i.s mcrclj bowing to circumstances. But this attitude goes much 
deeper than can he explained simply in these terms. 

In the eyes of the Chinese painter and connoisseur, the art of a 
great master of the past lives not only in such of his authentic 
w orks as have chanced to surx it c (and who, in any ease, can pros c 
that they arc .authentic ?), but al«o in the work of all later 
masters xvho haxc painted in his style. It is extremely unlikely, 
for example, that any landscape from the hand of the Northern 
Sung painter, poet, and collector Mi Fei has been in c.xistcnce 
during the last four or five centuries. Yet eveiy Chinese painter 
jc familiar with his work, for he is as it avcrc horn again each time 
that one of them paints a picture in his manner. What is chiefly 
import.ant is not the sun'ival of the actual object (as it is to the 
Japanese), hue the sustaining and constant revitalizing of the 
tradition. Many a traveller in China has seen the effects of this 
attitude in the realm of architecture, and has been dismayed to 
find that the buildings of the l'‘ang temple that he has journeyed 

ihr same autUor*# Chtr-nr J'tcirrie! Art as i’trtrrJ hv /hr CffiKmtnir (Rome 
It an tTTiportani contribution to the \\c<tcm iuerature on Cbincjc 
painting. 
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many miles to see are in fact modern; yet in Chinese eyes it is 
still a T'ang temple, and the precise moment in its history when 
the present buildings were erected is not considered of much 
interest or importance. 

The sense of the supreme value of the tradition laid upon the 
individual artist the duty to devote at least a part of his time 
and energy to copying the works of old masters, in accordance 
with the spirit of the sixth principle of Hsieh Ho, which we 
have already referred to in an earlier section (p. 197). Copying, 
moreover, like the daily exercises of the professional pianist, was 
essential for perfecting the artist’s technique and for familiariz¬ 
ing him with the stylistic repertory, or ‘schema’, which he 
would draw upon in forming his own style. * The traditional 
Chinese painter would have heartily echoed Constable’s remark 
that the artist who is self-taught is taught by a very ignorant 
person indeed. Thus Mi Fei copied, or reinterpreted, Tung 
Yuan, the Yuan literati copied Mi Fei’s version of Tung Yuan, 
Shen Chou copied the Yuan masters—and so on down to a 
modern literary painter such as Huang Pin-hung. Many of these 
copies, or free interpretations, of earlier pictures are works of 
the highest quality, not at all to be compared with, say, an 
eighteenth-century Italian copy of a Raphael. Tung Ch‘i-ch‘ang 
noted that although Mi Fei, Huang Kung-wang, and Ni Tsan 
all followed Tung Yuan, their work was nevertheless entirely 
individual. ‘But,’ he went on, ‘when ordinary people make 
faithful copies, they do not transmit anything to posterity.’ 
Confronted with a free copy by a master, where, in the long 
unbroken chain from Tung Yuan to Huang Pin-hung, are we to 

* This repertorj' %\as finally set down in the manuals of instruction for 
painters, of which the first and most notable is Chieh-tzu-yuan hua-chuan 
(‘The Painting Manual of the Mustard Seed Garden’) first published in fire 
vols, with woodcuts m colour, in 1679 Before the end of the seventeenth 
century Chteh-tzu-yuau had reached Japan, where it had a considerable 
influence on the early development of the coloured woodcut. 
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place it ? Some Chincfc connoisseurs (though not the most dis¬ 
cerning) might ssy that it did not greatly matter. But this 
situation is the despair of the Western historian and museum 
curator, «ho must treat each tvorh of art as a unique historical 
document, to he pinned doun firmly in its proper place. 

.Admirable in some ways though the .attitude of the Chinese 
amnirur certainly is, it has opened up a wonderful field for ex¬ 
ploitation by the faker. The literature of Chinese art is full of 
accounts of the skill of famous forgers of antiques.' A noted 
family in Soorhow, for example, made archaic bronres which 
were buried in specially prepared soil to be dug up .tnd sold by 
the next genemtion but one. Bona fide unsigned copies made by 
reputable painters might pass into the hands of picture forgers, 
and there acquire a pedigree: title, signature, inscriptions, and 
seals would be copied, perhaps from those on a painting listed in 
the catalogue of a former well-known collection, and the picture 
sold to an unsuspecting enthusiast. He would then consult the 
catalogue in question, be delighted to find that his painting 
exactly matched the description, and would conclude, quite 
erroneously, that he owned the original. The greater and more 
ancient tlic name on the picture, of course, the greater the 
danger of deception, for, as Lu Shih-hua wrote in his Scrapbook, 
‘If one limits liis interest strictly to specimens from the Ch‘in, 
'I’^ang, Sung, and Yuan Dynasties, and then only to those whose 
paper is still white or whose silk is in perfect condition, then one 
had better take up his brush and paint them himself’ 

'Hie Chinese connoisseur would bear the pleasures and dis¬ 
appointments of collecting with equanimity, and would consider 
rather vulgar the pride and posscssiveness wliich is shown by 
the average Western collector. Indeed, as a true Confucian, he 
would hold too great an attachment to things as unworthy of a 

' This nibj«t i* dealt svlth in some detail in ran CuUrj Chtr.esr Pictorial 
An, part ii; ut aim E. JIurchtr, ‘Imitation and Forger)' in Andent Chincjc 
Fairiittg and CaDigraphy’, OtimtalAn (s'.s-h t. 4 (Winter 1955), pp. 

»rissi » 
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gentleman. He would gi\ e away, or, as he is generally a practical 
man, exchange, his treasure with other collectors—a Shen Chou 
scroll, perhaps, for an album by Shih-t‘ao; a Shang bronze fora 
piece of Sung hian ware. In this way attachment is avoided, his 
collection is frequently changing, and he is constantly givmg new 
pleasure to himself and his friends. The writer has on occasion 
recommended this custom to Western collectors of his acquain¬ 
tance, but with little success. 

The collecting of works of art in China has a long history The 
Later Han emperors accumulated in the Cloud Terrace of the 
palace at Loyang a huge hoard of books, paintings, and other 
objets d'art. This was the first of a long series of imperial collec¬ 
tions that brought together many precious scrolls which might 
othenvise have been lost; but it also ensured the eventual 
destruction of these masterpieces when, as so often happened at 
the fall of a dynasty, the capital was sacked and the palace looted. 
The Cloud Terrace and all its contents, for e.xample, went up in 
flames during the rebellion of a d. 195. At the fall of Liang in 
557, the last emperor. Yuan, crying out ‘Learning and culture 
shall not survive this night!’ threw thousands of scrolls of paint¬ 
ing and calligraphy into the flames, and was barely prevented 
from casting himself in after them. The collection of the greatest 
of all imperial connoisseurs. Sung Hui-tsung, was almost entirely 
lost when the capital fell to the Tartars in 1127. It is disasters 
such as these that account for the extreme rarity of ancient 
Chinese paintings. 

The present imperial collection, the bulk of which was taken 
to Taiwan by the Nationalist Government when they quitted 
the mainland m 1949, is chiefly the creation of Ch‘ien-lung * 
Among its thousands of scrolls are a few from the Sung imperial 

' A 'selection of reproductions, Three Hundred Masterpieces of Chinese 
Painting in the Palace Museum (edited by Wang Shih-chieh, Lo Chia-luen, 
Chuang Shang-yen, and others), appeared in 1959 James Cahill’s Chinese 
Painting (Cleveland, i960) illustrates a further selection in colour. 
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collection, rather more fri»m that of tiic Ming. Slightly aug¬ 
mented h) later Ch'ing emperors, it remained t irtually intact 
until flioftly before the fall of the dynasty, when depreda¬ 
tion* In palate eunuch', followed after the revolution hy 
tales m3<qucr.iding as lavi«h ‘gift?* made hy the last emperor, 
P'li'i. began to cat it away. Nevertheless the collection still con¬ 
tains scroll* of paintings and calligraphy, 2,382 bronzes, 
5,894 jades, and over 17,000 pieces of porcelain. Since 1950 the 
People's Government in Peking has rehabilitated the old Palace 
Museum and has begun to make good the loss of these treasures. 
Some lost paintings have been recovered, and the collection ha* 
been greatly strengthened by gifts and purchases from private 
owners. 

The palace collection bears all the hallmarks of Ch'ing imperial 
taste, 'llicrc is liardly a painting, genuine or otherwise, which 
docs not carry the seals and one or more inscriptions from the 
brush of Oh*icn-lung, to hear witness to his untiring and indis¬ 
criminate enthusiasm. For true connois«curship we must turn to 
the great private collectors down the centuries: to Mj Fei, who 
spent a lifetime searching for a genuine work b}' the tenth- 
centmr master Li Ch‘cng; to Tung Cli‘i-ch‘ang, whose in¬ 
fluence on Clding connoisscurship we have alrcadv* mentioned; 
or to the wealthy salt-merchant An I-chou, who built up an 
important collection from scrolls scattered at the fall of the 
Ming, and wliosc catalogue Mo-yuon htii-kuan is a valuable 
source for the study of Ming p.vinting. ’Fhe latter’s seals on a 
painting, or those of the great Ming connoisseur Hsiang Yuan- 
picn, arc often all that .a collector requires as proof of its authen- 
ticity. 

This verj- sophisticated attitude to painting is also reflected 
in the vast amount of critical and historical writing that has 
survived. Indeed, for the period up to the end of Northern 
Sung, our knowledge of painting is based very largely on later 
copies and WTittcn sources. We have already referred (p. 197) to 
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Hsieh Ho’s short preface to the Ku-hua fHn-lu embodying the 
Six Principles, and should also mention a brief but significant • 
essay on landscape-painting by the fifth-century painter Tsung 
Ping, in which he equates the experience and aims of the 
landscape-painter with those of the Taoist mystic. The first 
history of Chinese painting, Chang Yen-yiian’s Li-tai viing-hua 
chi (‘Record of Famous Painters of Successive Dynasties’), pre¬ 
face 847, antedates the earliest comparable European work, 
Vasari’s Lives of the Painters, by seven centuries.^ The remaining 
years of the T‘ang are covered by Chu Ching-hsiian’s Pang 
cPao ming~hva hi,^ the early Sung by the P‘u-hua chien-wen chih 
of Kuo Jo-hsu.2 Thereafter the deepening rift between court 
and professional painters on the one hand, and scholar-amateurs 
on the other, made the compiling of a comprehensive record of 
any given period difficult, if not impossible. The careers of the 
leading court painters are covered by imperial catalogues such as 
the Hsuan-ho hua-f^u of Hui-tsung and the Shih-cPu fao-chi 
of Ch‘ien-lung, but to extract a coherent account of the life 
and work of the scholar-painters, particularly of the last three 
dynasties, requires an enormous amount of reading in the official 
biography (if any), collected w'orks, and reminiscences of the 
painter concerned and of his friends and associates. This is the 
task upon which modern scholars in China, Japan, and the West 
are now chiefly engaged. 

IV. Foreign Influences on Chinese Art 

There are two views of China’s attitude to foreign influences 
that are widely current in the West. One sees her as a rock, upon 

' Annotated translation of the first four chapters by William Acker in Some 
‘I'ang and Prc- 7 ‘ang 7 exts on Cbtnesc Painting (Leiden, 1954), pp- 59-383. 

^ Revised annotated translation by Alexander Soper in Ambus Astae, xxi. 

3/4, 1958- 

3 Annotated translation by Alexander Soper, Km Jo-hsu's Experiences in 
Pointing (Washington, 1951)- 
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nhich tlie waves of foreign invasion and cul¬ 
tural influence liave broken in vain; the other, 
a< a kind of vast sponge, implacably seal ing up 
these influences, remaining herself unchanged 
bv them. Like all generalizations, both con¬ 
tain some truth: China has rejected much,and 
absorbed much. But this could be said of India 
also, or of any great civilization. By the study 
of tvhat she lias selected and what rejected, and 
v.hat she has found necessary to remould before 
slie could accept it, and how this was accom¬ 
plished, we can go some way towards an under¬ 
standing of China herself. 

The cultural diflusionist, when he comes 
upon a form or style in art appearing in one 
countrj’ appreciably later than in another, is 
apt to say not only that it was borrowed, but 
that ilic borrowing implied some kind of sub¬ 
ordinate status in the borrower, or even that 
the new form was introduced by immigrants. 
However, we need no longer postulate a 
VcRerwiindtrung to account for the similarity 
of designs on the neolithic painted pottcrj' of 
Kansu to those produced in Western j\sia as 
much as a thousand years earlier. It is now well 
recognized tliat, even when contact is relatively 
brief, cultures freely borrow motifs and tech¬ 
nique: from each other without being them¬ 
selves changed in other respects. 

.Another instance of tliis can be seen in the 
art of the Shang and early Chou Djmastic,':. 
The can'ing of tlie stylized zoomorphic motifs 
in bone and wood, of which no trace can be 
found in the neolithic art of the same region, is 
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also a characteristic of the nomadic people of the steppes and 
forests of Central and Eastern Siberia, and has survived until 
modern times in the art of the coastal Indians of North 
America. This had led to the suggestion that the Shang ruling 
class were, like the Aryans in India, a northern intrusive 
stock. But this is not confirmed by anatomical measurements 
from Shang graves Nor does the apparently sudden ap¬ 
pearance of bronze-casting in Honan in the middle of the 
second millennium b.c. imply a cultural migration from the 
West The recent excavation of stratified Shang sites at Cheng¬ 
chow reveals a continuous occupation from late neolithic times 
onwards, and suggests that there can have been no transfer of 
culture on a large scale, still less any sudden intrusion of an alien 
race from beyond China’s northern and western frontiers In 
fact, the picture we have of Shang and early Chou culture shows 
that only a very limited number of techniques and weapon types 
were imported, the latter including the leaf-shaped spearhead 
and the animal-headed knives of China’s South Siberian neigh¬ 
bours m the Minusinsk region. The chariot too was probably 
copied from that of Western Asia. 

The striking change in the bronze art of the middle Chou 
period, however, was the direct result not merely of foreign 
pressure, but of the infiltration into the heartland of North 
China by the Ti barbarians of the north-west. They were expert 
in the use of leather and skins, in the plaiting of ropes and thongs, 
and in the art of interlacing animal bodies in decoration—all of 
which were quite foreign to Chinese tradition. Yet all these 
features appear on the ritual bronzes of the middle and late 
Chou period, notably in those from Hsin-cheng and Li-yii; 
while on garment-hooks, chariot-fittings, and other bronze 
objects the animal style, or ‘Ordos style’ as it is often loosely 
called, persisted into the Han Dynasty. The great expansion of 
China at this time meant, moreover, that the whole country was 
no longer under the cultural dominion of the Chou. The newly 
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intlcpciHlciu fciui.ll "itfltcs dc\doped nuiclt they cho'^e, dis¬ 
carded tiic tr-iditional form.' .and motif-. .ad.aptcd them to their 
oun t.Ktc, or .accepted new ones from their harh.arian ncigli- 
|if)ur% c\eri wJicn these were quite inappropri.atc to the .in of 
bron/c-ca'ting. 

liut the Chinese cr.iftsman has nc\er shown the least lusita- 
tion m borrowing a form and adapting it to whatttcr materi.il 
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lie might be working in. Tlic arts and crafts of tlic Thing 
Dynasty, for example, arc full of instances of this Persian and 
Sassanian shape's such as the amphora, rhyton, and slicll-cup, 
imported in metal, arc turned out in potter}’; the repousse 
decoration of Western siUcrwarc is copied in applique relief 
on the sides of potter} ewers; .Arab glass cups ,ire reproduced in 
while porcelain.' Thing China’s unusual readiness to respond to 
foreign fashions in the arts was greatly liclped b} the cosmopoli¬ 
tan nature of ^'h^IIg society. The foreigners who crowded the 
streets of l.oy.ing and Changan, carrying on their own trades and 
pmetising their own religions, arc often portrayed, or carica¬ 
tured, in Jitcly manner in the pottery tomb-figurines (Plate 13). 

' 111* 3<pf« of T'ang art Is dbau*cd in detail in \til!cltc Ctircic Art^ 
toi. li. pf. +55~Sy, and in Bo G}lIenojrd, Go'./ .t-,/ i'r.'ttv (Stockholm, 
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Some Chinese were converted to Manichaeism, Zoroastrianism, 
Christianity, or Islam; while many merely flirted with the«e 
foreign cults, on the sound principle that what other nations 
found helpful was at least worth trying. A striking instance of 
this in T‘ang art is the ‘sea-horse and grape’ mirror which was 
widely popular (judging from the number of such mirrors that 



Fig. 9. Bird-headed ewers: left, T'ang glazed earthenware; 
right, Sassanian parcel-gilt, from Kharkov. (After Willetts) 


have survived) for a short period before the proscription of 
foreign religions in 845. Its symbolism is Manichacan, but it 
■would be quite wrong to conclude from this that all the Chinese 
who possessed such mirrors were Manichaeans. 

T'ang receptiveness to foreign ideas and forms may be ex¬ 
plained by the fact that, for aU its brilliant achievement, the 
T'ang Dynasty was not artistically one of the most creati%"e eras 
in Chinese history. The questioning, the sense of discovery, of 
infinite possibilities for experience that we find in the poetry and 
aesthetic theory of the Six Dynasties are not to be found in 
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T'ang art. There h grandeur and confidence in the work of a 
court p.iinter such as Yen Li-pen (Plate 12 ^). but thcwildpoctr)" 
of the Six Dynasties period, and the profound penetration into 
nature that we later find in Northern Sung painting, arc absent. 
It would be a gross c.xaggeration to say that the Thing produced 
no original artistic ideas of its own, but it was a prosperous and 
materialistic age, like imperial Rome liWng on the fruits of its 
c.irly expansion and power, and, like Rome, ready to enjoy all 
the arts brought to it.s twin capitals by friendly and subject 
nations beyond its frontiers. 

We might be tempted to assume that the situation in the Han 
Dynasty had been much the same. Han militaiy power reached 
out into Central Asia, and Han art is full of Western themes. But 
there is a difTercncc. Han China altogether lacked the sense of 
prosperous fulfilment that shines out from every aspect of T'ang 
culture. Although the Han Djmasty saw the establishment of a 
Confurian system of government and education, and the re¬ 
habilitation of the Classics, it was a period of intense imaginative 
activity. The mission of Chang Ch'icn and the conquests of the 
emperor Wu did not bring foreigners flocking to the capital; 
the}' mcrcl} opened a window on a new world beyond China, 
giving a glimpse through travellers’ t.alcs of tlic vast deserts and 
great mountain ranges of Central Asia, of K‘un-lun, the axis of 
the world, of the Huns wlio fought and liunted over the desert, 
and of India, the home of a strange new' religion. Han China, 
herself vitally alive with the gathered folk-lore and magic of all 
her united peoples, was aw'akc as never before or since to the 
stimulus of these distant lands. . 

Evidence of this rcceptivcncss is everywhere in Han art. 
Among foreign innovations now introduced we may cite the 
vaulted or domed stone tomb, approadied by an avenue of 
monumental stone sculpture. Before the tomb of General Ho 
Ch’ii-ping, who died in 117 u.c. after a lifetime campaigning 
against the barbarians, were placed life-size figures ofhorscs and 
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other animals. One horse stands triumphant over a fallen 
barbarian bowman, symbolizing tlic victory brought to the 
Chinese by cavalry using techniques learned from the barbarians 
thcmselvc-: (Plate 14 rt). It must be said that as sculpture in the 
round the figure leaves much to be desired, for the carver merely 
conceives of the horse as two reliefs placed back to back. It was 
set oral centuries before fully modelled stone sculpture on a 
monumental scale was achieved. Yet c\ en then the emphasis was 
always upon the linear movement over the surface. Carting in 
high relief was also a foreign technique adopted by the Han 
Chinese, but it was one they were never at home in. The most 
successful examples arc the figures of horsemen on the Shen 
memorial pillars in Szechuan, but they arc so Western in form 
and spirit that their presence there is hard to explain. On stone 
slabs from tomb shrines in Shantung, notably those of the Wu 
family (first to second centuries A.n.), there is not even a pre¬ 
tence of modelling, the background being merely cut away from 
the flat surfice of the stone to leave the figures in flat relief. 

When we turn from technique to content, we can see how Han 
art is full of foreign subject-matter: Mount K‘un-lun is ubiqui¬ 
tous; the royal hunting parks, stocked with wild animals from 
beyond the confines of China, and the anim.al combats and hunts 
enacted there, are reproduced in relief on the sides of pottery 
‘hill censers’ (Plate 14 i). Monsters and demons of the frozen 
north, serpents and dragons of the tropical south, strange beings 
and prodigies from foreign lands—such motifs are incorporated 
with such whole-hearted enthusiasm into Han art that we can¬ 
not sec them as merely fashionable, as foreign forms and styles 
were under the T‘ang, but as filling the imaginative life of the 
Han people. Yet strangely little of this survived to become a 
permanent part of Chinese culture. Many of the Plan myths and 
legends were in time forgotten, and, as China lost her cultural 
innocence and became sophisticated, her artists could no longer 
respond to such stimuli. Between the end of Han and modern 
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II intone hor't; 'timlmj: before the tomb of General Ho Cli'u-pinp 
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times the only foreign import to leave a permanent influence on 
Cliincsc art was Buddhism. 

There i« ample evidence that Buddhism had reached China 
before the end of the first century and that Buddhist 
communities were flourishing in North China during the second 
century. The extreme rarity of examples of Han Buddhist art is 
therefore hard to account for. 

Single stone reliefs in S/cchwan 
and Honan, and a handful of 
mirrors bearing Buddhist figures, 
arc about all we have.' Indeed, 
the pieces that can with confidence 
be dated earlier than 400 a.d. arc 
extremely few. .\ possible ex¬ 
planation is that though based on 
Indian models they must have been 
tcry crude, and would have been 
replaced as technique' improted. 

'Foday avc can only scriousl)’ begin 
to study Chinese Buddhist art 
with the sculpture and painting of 
the fifth century. 

Mon of the small bronxe xotivc statues of this period appear 
TO be closely modelled on the style developed in Gandhara as the 
result of the meeting of the early Buddhist sculpture of .Mathura 
with the ideas and coincntions of the late classical art of the 
Near lu't. But when, as at Yun-lang, Chine-'c stonc-carxers 
began to disengage from the cliff-face huge seated Buddha 
figures in emulation of those in India and Afghanist.an, their 

' Itood account.* of tticdereJopment of Chinwenuddhiit art arc to be found 
in Stebnan and Soper, lie Art e-J Archira^tre ej China (If.irmondwortb, 
1056), and Mbiino Seilchi,Jirt>nzraKJStirfSrulpt.irrefCh!ra'fn!p:thrTinto 
1965) See aI>o Alexander Soper, Literary Lvider.cffcr 
Karh hhdJhn Art ir China {ArlthatAtiae, Supplemcnturo aix, .{icona, 1959}. 



Fio. to Rubbing of c.trlicst 
Boddb.i relief \ct di'covercd 
in China. From Clua-tinp. Sre- 
ebuan Second-third centurj. 
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ignorance of the originals, combined with the formidable tech¬ 
nical problems imposed by the scale, forced them to modify the 
style. The head of the seated colossus in Cave XX at Yun-kang, 
for example, is broad and mask-like, with none of the classical 
purity of the best Gandharan work; the proportions are heavy. 



Fig u. Colossal seated Buddha at Yun-kang, Shansi 
Northern Wei, late fifth century 


and the drapery, indicated by parallel ridges ending in points as 
it rounds the curve of the arm, suggests that the carvers were 
working from a model, or perhaps a drawing, which they 
imperfectly understood. Nevertheless, the faithful who wor¬ 
shipped this figure would have been convinced that it was an 
ex'act replica of some particularly holy icon, or even that it had 
been miraculously transported from India. 

The wall-paintings in the early caves at the frontier city of 
Tunhuang (fifth to sixth centuries) likewise reveal the Chinese 
craftsman’s efforts to copy both the content and the style of 
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Indian Buddhist art.' In the seated Bodhisatna in Cave 254, for 
example, the artist has achieved a sinuous grace and plasticity 
that is tlioroughly Indian; he even shous some grasp of the 
‘arbitrary shading’ by which the painters at Ajrmta had given 
sculptural \olumc to their figures. But his treatment of the 
anatomy is unconvincing. Here he has failed to understand the 
]ndi.in conventions, and there is nothing in liis own schema to 
which he can refer. It is remarkable that tlirougltout the cen¬ 
turies of \sall-painting at Tunhuang the Chinese painter, unless 
closely following an imported model, nc\ er achieves a conv incing 
rendering of the human figure. This reflects a deeply rooted 
prejudice against the nude in Chinese art, \\hcrc, as in that of 
Flanders and North Germany, almost the only nudes arc the 
pitiful figures of the damned undergoing punishment in hell. 
In Buddhist art China was prepared to accept much that uas 
tvholly foreign to her way of sclf-c.xprcssion; but in this respect 
her rejection was complete. 

During the early centuries of its e.vpansion, Buddhism was 
nourished by a constant stream of missionaries and pilgrims 
flowing back and forth between India and China Yet even when 
this motement v.as at its height, in the fifth and early si.xth 
centuries, Chinese Buddhist art was beginning to acquire a 
character uniquely its own. In the late sculpture at Yun-kang, 
and in the eaves carved out at Lung-men after the Wei moved 

* The fint pictorial record of the c.wcs w.is that publhhcd by Paul Pcllfot 
in Miiiist Pf!!ht er. Asie Certrale' Les Grouts dr Toutr. Hoiiang (Parif, 1914- 
24). The most important of the hoard of banners discos ered bj Sir .\urel 
Stein arc illustrated in his Senrdsa (4 sols, 0 .vford, 1921), and in T. H 
.'Andrews, Wall Painurgs frars Aneirat Shrines in Central Asia, Recovered by 
Sir Aurtl Stein (- \ol<, London, 1948). Sec also Basil Gras and J. B Vincent, 
BuiJbist Cave Pairitr!;s at Tun-bhang (London, 1959) Since 1942. the cavci 
have been under the care of the National Tunhuang Refcarch Institute, u hich 
has carried out a considerable amount of recording, con'cnation, and research. 
The latest and «o far most valuable of their publications is Durbuarg Btbua 
('Turhuang U all-paintings') (Peking, 1959). 
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their capital southwards to Loyang in 494, all attempts to copy 
Western models are abandoned. The proportions of the figures 
become elongated; the square, staring mask of the Yun-kang 
colossus is replaced by a long, sensitive face with a withdrawn 
expression of wonderful sweetness; the body fades to nothing 
beneath a flat, rhythmic cascade of draperies. One might 
imagine that this w^as the expression of some new and more 
profound or poetic interpretation of Buddhist doctrine; but 
that is not the case. 

Although we associate the change with the Northern Wei 
because most of the surviving sculpture in this new style was 
carved under their patronage and in their territor)'^, it has 
recently been shown that the style originated in the independent 
South as much as a century before it appeared at Yun-kang Its 
roots lay in the religious and artistic climate of Nanking in the 
fifth and early si.xth centuries. Contact with India and Central 
Asia, so easy for the Toba Wei, was tenuous and intermittent for 
the Southern courts; moreover, while the Wei had no art of their 
own, Nanking at this period was the focus of the Chinese tradi¬ 
tion, expressed in the abstract, linear style of Ku K‘ai-chih and 
of the painter and sculptor Tai K‘uei. Moreover, Southern 
Buddhism itself w'as different from that of the North. The great 
propagator of the faith, Hui-yuan, was steeped in Taoism, ex¬ 
pressed Buddhist ideas in Taoist terms, and built his temples in 
mountain beauty spots already sacred in the Chinese nature cult. 
These forces were too powerful to surrender completely to 
Indian ideas and forms, and for nearly a century succeeded in 
imposing a wholly Chinese style upon Buddhist painting and 
sculpture. A beautiful example of this style, in gilt bronze, is the 
Maitreya dated 536 illustrated in Plate 15. 

As they obser\'ed the effects of this change, rvere Chinese 
Buddhists aware how far their new images were departing from 
the old Indian models ? Nowhere in the literature do we find any 
specific comment to this effect. Nevertheless, it is a remarkable 
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ftct that tvhcn, in the middle of the sixth centup^ a purer Indian 
nylc once more penetrated into China, its effects were e 
once. This time it came not across Central Asia, for that road 
x\as bloclcd bj fresh barbarian incursions, but northwards from 
the hinduized kingdoms of Indo-China. There are many re er- 
cnccs in the Liang History to the arrival of icon-bearing missions 
from Fu-nan (Cambodia) and Lin-yi (Champa) at the Liang 
court. In 519, for c.xamplc, Rudravarman of Fu-nan sent an 



I'lG. IJ. Development of the Buddha image. From the left Yun-kang 
(r. 4S>-jSo); Lung-men (e. 490-550); Ch’i-chou (e. 550-80;) Sui tjpe (e. 580- 
620)) T‘ang ti-pe (e. 620-750) (After Mizuno.) 


auspicious Indian sandalwood image’ to the emperor Wu, and in 
503 one of coral. Believing himself a second Asoka, the sovereign 
received these images with x ast enthusiasm, and had theih copied 
and distributed among scores of temples that he caused to be 
erected throughout the kingdom. Such was the vigour with 
uhich this genuine ‘Indian’ style xvas propagated that by the 
middle of the century it was beginning to influence the art of 
the northern barbarian kingdoms also. Long before the end of 
the centurj* the flat, abstract manner of the ‘second phase’, as it 
has often been called, had completely disappeared. 

It may seem surprising that China, having absorbed the first 
Buddhist style and moulded it so successfully to her own in- 
itinctivc preferences, should have been prepared to abandon it 
so readily in favour of a new foreign style. The explanation is to 
be found partly in the influence of the emperor Wu as a tireless 
propagator of Indian ideals; partly, perhaps, in a natural desire 
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for a more robust and plastic rendering of form; partly also in 
the fact that a renewal of contact with India, first by way of 
Indo-China and later across Central Asia, not only stimulated 
the flow^ of Indian images, but at the same time made the Chinese 


Fig 13. Two Bodhisattva torsos left, from Sanchi, India; 
right, from Lung-j en-slian, Hopei, late seventh century. 

(After Willetts) 

more conscious of the Indian origins of both the doctrine and its 
art: Indian ideas must be clothed in Indian forms. The old 
compromise with the Taoists was forgotten. 

This ‘reindianization’ of Chinese Buddhist art reached its 
climax in the seventh and in the first half of the eighth century, 
when Chinese power was at its height, and under the Pax Sinica 
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missionaric*; and piigTinT! could once more move freely back and 
fonh across Central Asia. T*'ang Buddhin sculpture is often 
anoni'hingly close to Indian models. The grandeur and purity 
of late Gupta art is recaptured in the great \'3ir6cana at Lung- 
men (672-5), and in the reliefs from Hsiang-t'ang-shan now 
in the Freer Gallery in Washington, v.hile the seated Buddhas 
and bodhisats in the caves at T*icn-lung-shan, and the hoard of 
stone figures rcccntlt* discovered at Chengtu, sliow how far the 
Chinese sculptor was now prepared to go in surrendering to 
Indian aesthetic ideals. The face is full, the lips pouting, the 
ample fleshy body bends and titists seductively, caressed by its 
draper)'. Vet even here Chinese feeling is not tsholly absent. I'lic 
sweeping lines of both figure and drapery are more fluent than 
those of India. Whereas in Indian sculpture the rhtthm is that 
of the dance, which suggests the possibility of abrupt changes 
of tempo and direction, the rlmhms of the Chinese figures arc 
suatc, liquid, and unbroken. 

Chinese Buddhi't sculpture, however, wa' not made to be 
seen in isolation. In temples, cten in most cave temples, the 
figures generally stood against a w.ill on wliich other figures were 
painted, and together they formed a unified composition. There 
was ilius an intimate stylistic bond between the two arts. 
Sculpture—e.\cept in the hands of a tiny minority of masteis 
whose names are recorded—was a craft, often seen at its best and 
most vit,-!! in the folk tradition of potter)-tomb-figurincj; paint¬ 
ing, on the other hand, was practised by gentlemen, and its 
influence was nearly alwajs dominant. It is true that in painting 
foreign techniques were also introduced: under the Liang, for 
example, Chang Seng-yu was noted for his Buddhist icons 
adorned with ‘flowers in relief* in the Indian manner; the 
Tocharian Wci-ch‘ih Po-chih-na and his son (?) Wei-ch‘ih I- 
seng (active 6S0-730) ‘aVwat-s worked from foreign prototypes’: 
their lines were like ‘bent iron or coiled wire*, and they made use 
of arbitrary shading in the rendering of both figures and drapery. 

Q 
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The masses admired tliese foreign teclmiques enormously, as 
they always admire realism, but a critic of the period, Yao Tsui, 
merely remarked that ‘since the Chinese and barbarian styles arc 
different, we cannot criticize them on the same basis’. Educated 
men were, in fact, always conscious that Buddhist painting was a 
special kind of foreign art, practised by specialists, and not to be 
judged by the standards applied to their own painting. It was 
significant that the greatest of all Chinese painters of Buddhist 
subjects, Wu Tao-tzu {c. 700-60), did not, so far as is known 
from descriptions of his frescoes, make any use of these foreign 
techniques after his own style had matured. His was an art of 
pure line, so broad in conception and so powerful in execution 
that crotvds would gather to watch him as he painted. This 
Michelangelo ofT‘ang China executed more than three hundred 
wall-paintings in the temples of Loyang and Changan, many of 
tvhich were afterwards coloured by assistants or well-meaning 
but inept ‘improvers’. Perhaps his greatest contribution to 
Buddhist art lay in his power to transform the essentially sculp¬ 
tured ideals of India into the linear, painterly terms of the 
Chinese tradition. In achieving this he provided the basis of ail 
later Buddhist art in China, and indeed for almost all large-scale 
figure painting. Though none of his work survives, the kind of 
synthesis that he achieved is illustrated in some of the T'ang 
frescoes at Tunhuang, such as those in Cave 148, of which a 
detail is illustrated in Plate 16. 

In the light of these events can it be said that Chinese artists 
‘absorbed’ Indian art ? China, it is clear, was forced to adopt the 
language of Indian Buddhist sculpture, not only because her 
own sculptural tradition was unable to meet tlic challenge, but 
also because it was essential that ‘authentic’ imported images be 
copied as closely as possible if they were to be considered effi¬ 
cacious. Here there was no choice. Nevertheless, without any 
significant sacrifice of iconographic requirements, China did 
succeed in imposing her own aesthetic upon the Indian model: 
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fir*t In the ftartlingly flat and linear sculpture of tlic late fifth 
and earh sixth centuries, and again from the mid-'r‘ang onwards. 
Wliile In the first instance the linear flatness proclaims a total 
\ ictorj’ for the Chinese brush line, in the second the Chinese line 
is used to con\ ey an Indian feeling of plasticity. In both case.s the 
crucial factor is the influence on sculpture of the ideals and 
techniques of Chinese painting. 

In the rc.alm of architecture China’s rejection of Indian ideas 
was almost complete, because not only the materials and tech¬ 
niques, but the very conceptions of space and planning in the 
two traditions t\crc too remote from each other to make any 
fusion possible. India builds in brick and stone, China in timber. 
The traditional Indian .architect is the stonemason, his Chinese 
cjiuntcrpart the master carpenter. The Indian shrine is heavily 
ornamented on the e.\icrior with sculpture in relief, dark and 
enclosed witliin; the Chinese temple building is csscntiallj an 
elaborate roof raised on a forest of columns, its walls no more 
than thin screens which form ideal surfaces for wall painting. 
The first Buddhist images were probably worshipped in the 
houses of rich patrons, and, cten at its most complex', the later 
Chinesetcmplc and mona'-icry.alw.ays retained the diaractcr ofa 
p.ilacc or grc.'st mansion, compo=cd of a succession of courtyards 
linked by pavilions and galleries. Some early attempts were made 
to copy the Indian stupa (relic mound), but China already had 
her own tall, storied timber towers (Ioh) which fitted more con¬ 
genially into the Chinese landscape and could easily be adapted 
to the symbolism of the pagoda; and even when pagodas were 
built in brick or stone, timber posts, brackets, and half-roofs 
x\erc imitated in relief on tlicir surface. .-Uthough Chinese 
builders liaxc knoxvn the arch and vault for nearly two thousand 
years, their use has been confined almost entirely to the con¬ 
struction of gatewap and tombs. 

The sweeping cun-e .and uplifted comers of the roof represent 
ihe«mc successful c.\3mplcin Chinese architecture of a horrowang 
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from abroad. Their introduction was the result of China’s 
southward expansion at the beginning of the T'ang Dvnasty, 
which brought her into contact with the cultures of south-east 



Fig. 14. Pagoda at Yakushi-ji, Xara, Japan. 
Fighth centur). 


Asia. By the end of the T'ang, the curving roof had spread to 
North China. Supported on an increasingly elaborate system of 
brackets and cantilever arms, it has come to be regarded as the 
uniquely Chinese mode of expression in architecture, and it is 
indeed one of the most beautiful forms that man has devised. 
Chinese architects in tlic tuentieili century, understandabi} 
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reluctant to modify or abandon it, hare tried to superimporc it 
on a modern brick or concrete structure. While this compromise 
ha' ncrer been wliolly successful, it ua< les^ dis.rstrou$ th.an 
China’s flirtation, during the first dcc.idc of tlie People’s Re¬ 
public, with Stalinbt wedding-c.il.o .architecture. 'Phis hatter 
phase h.a« now liappil) parsed, but .as yet Chinese architects seem 
not to hare learned tliclcs'on so well jn.wtcred hv modern japan, 
that the basis of their artlmccture i« not the roof, howercr 
heautiful, hut the timber fr.aine, and that the frame provides the 
ideal ttarting-poitn f<m an architecture that is modern in form 
.and yet essentially Chinese in spirit. 

.Any foreign idea, form, or technique reaching China !ia< had 
to reckon with the formidable strength and iinin of the Chinese 
artistic ir.adition itself. On a superficial level she has alw.ays been 
ready to borrow from abroad: witnesj, for example, the ‘in¬ 
fluence’ of tlie animal art of the border regions m late Chou and 
H.1I1, and tliat ofXear liastern met.nlvvork on the pottery of the 
T'.ang Dynn'ty. Put tliough of rclaiitc-ly long duration, thoe 
wtre merely fashions, and were dropped when people grew tired 
of them. On a deeper letel our brief surveo' of these influences 
si’ggCits that elements of foreign .art hate been appropriated 
only when tlict fulfilled a need which could not he supplied bv 
China Jierself. Wh.en that happened, the foreign elements liavc 
talen a permanent place, but .always in respect of that particular 
need. Indian techniques of colour, shadintr, and impasto, for 
example, h.aae been continuously employed in certain limited 
categories of figure and flower painting. They liaae made no 
jinp.ici on I.ind;c.ipe or bamboo painting, wlicre tlscir appli- 
c.ition atould hate served to distort, rather than to assist, the 
e.vpresjion of purely Clunese ideas. 

We ean find further support for thi' \iew if wc glance brief!v 
at tlie imp.avt of Western art nn China. When the Jesuits intro¬ 
duced European p.tir:ing in the seventeenth and eitthtcenth 
centuries, court painters and craftsmen admired these new 
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techniques much as they had those of Wei-ch‘ih I-scng in the 
T‘ang Dynasty Yet although the followers of Castiglione ap¬ 
plied Western perspective and shading to their paintings with 
laborious charm, they looked upon these attainments as mere 
technical tricks We have already quoted the opinion of the 
eighteenth-century court painter Tsou I-kuei regarding Western 
perspective The literati completely ignored these techniques 
Wu Li, one of the six great masters of the Ch‘ing Dynasty, was 
in close touch with the Jesuits and spent the last twenty years 
of his life as a Catholic missionary; yet his landscape-painting 
shows not the slightest hint of European influence. 

Western art made little impression on the Ch‘ing painters 
because they saw it in isolation. They could not regard it as the 
expression of anything of which China felt herself to be in need. 
On the contrary, its impact came at a period when Chinese self- 
assurance was still at its height The effect of Western art in the 
twentieth century has been far greater, precisely because it is the 
expression of ideas and forms ■which China has been strenuously 
adopting.' The move towards W^esternization in art began just 
before the Revolution of 1911. By the nineteen-twenties, some 
painters, trained in Tokyo and Paris, had abandoned traditional 
art and w'ere working entirely in the modern European idiom.^ 

' The period between 1900 and 1950 is covered by my Chinese Art tn the 
Twentieth Century (London, Berkeley, and Los .-tngeles, 1959) 

^ Tlie influence of Chinese art on that of her neighbours throws further 
light on this point It had little or no effect on south-east Asia, alread} 
deeply penetrated by the culture of India and the Islamic world Korean 
art, on the other hand, throughout its history has made the fullest use of 
Chinese forms, because Korea herself has been continuous!}’ fertilized by Chinese 
culture Japan offeis a more complex picture of the interplay between Chinese 
influence and nascent, and resurgent, native ideals. The art of Nara and K) oto 
in the sixth, seventh, and eighth centuiies is very Chinese, for then Japan ssas 
modelling her whole way of life on that of China Later, Chinese influence 
returned Ashikaga ink-painting, for example, was inspired bv that of the 
Southern Sung ‘idealists’ hla Yuan and 1 -sia Kuei and the Chinese Zen 
painters, while the bun-jtn-ga of the Tokugawa period was derived from the 
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'fhc) returned to ‘Ct up their ateliers in the French Concession 
of Shanghai, wore their hair long, and affected floppy bow tics: 
for these things tscrc as much a stmltol of their liberation from 
the shacllcb of the pan as nas thcstjlc of painting itself. But 
while some painters surrendered totally to the West, otiicrs saw 
Kuropean art as a dangerous tlircat to the tradition, and con¬ 
tinued to paint in the old manner as though nothing had 
happened. A ter}’ few, excited by the new range of expression 
and technique that Western art presented to them, and yet 
conscious of ihcir own roots, succeeded, briefly and verj tenta¬ 
tively, in creating a new kind of painting that was Intth modern 
in style vtnd Chinese in feeling. Western abstract painting, hou- 
e\er, has made little or no impression on Chinese art, partly be¬ 
cause the abstract element in art has already been so thoroughly 
explored in calligraphy, and partly because, as we pointed out 
in discussing tlic T‘ang ‘action painters’, the Chinese painter is 
never content with mere form. Western realism found its most 
powerful expression in the woodcut movement, launched in the 
late isvcnties by the great WTitcr and critic Lu Hsiin as an 
instrument of social and political propaganda; though in the 
wort of some later engravers, notably Huang yung-}Q, it has 
become more lyric.vl and personal. Howescr, the long war xvith 
japan .and its chaotic aftermath discoumged such c.xpcrimcnts, 
while since 1950 a new orthodoxy has been imposed. Today the 
conventional Chinese and Western styles arc both practi>;cd with 
China's age-old skill. Tlicre is a tendency to employ the former 
for more timeless themes and the latter for those with a 
‘todalisi-rcalist’ content. But tliis distinction is by no means 

tro>-!fK-fsa of Miiij: and mtK Cii’hg. liut Atliilapi idealism went out of 
fsjWon with the TC'urpence of the Jayant^e »pim in the Momo.vama period, 
tthi'e the hu-’pr^-ps teat Seldom more than a ttyit which Japanese painters, 
very fesv of whom in .anv cate v-crc scholara, fresly blended with o’her stvlcj; 
to them it was ne t er, as it had been in China, the pare expression of a seholarh 
outloofe. 
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rigidly maintained, and painters, now more secure in their liveli¬ 
hood than at any previous period, are encouraged to experiment 
in adapting the traditional medium to modern themes. Such 
experiments, however, are confined to technique; the content 
must be ‘correct’ and unambiguous. Although within these 
strict limits there is considerable variety, a true picture of 



Fig 15 Huang Yung-yu. The music lesson Woodcut (contemporary). 


modern China’s response to Western art can only emerge after 
individual artists have had the opportunity to explore all the 
possibilities that the confrontation of the two traditions has 
opened up. 

And what has the West learned from Chinese art in the twen¬ 
tieth century ? Apart from the enthusiastic welcome of a handful 
of collectors and abstract painters, and the more incalculable 
response of visitors to exhibitions, its influence has so far been 
negligible. Europe, much more than America, is still wrapped in 
her old cultural self-sufficiency. Can we hope that the influence 
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of Chinese art tvili in time go deeper *—that W'estern art will be 
enriched not «imply by the teclmiqucs of the Chinese painter, 
but also by his all-embracing view of nature, bj the sense of 
linnnony, peace, and ssholcncss that Cliincsc art expresses, and 
by the vital linear rhythms of the bnisli in her painting and 
calligraphy? Is it possible that the Western collector may culti¬ 
vate a more detached attitude to his possessions, or that the 
Western painter might be willing to surrender part of his heroic 
individualism for the sake of the preservation of the tradition? 
Fortunately, in this day of the ‘museum without walls* this latter 
sacrifice will not be required of him. But he could certainly 
benefit from the sense of history which, forall its surface changes, 
gives such inner strength to the Chinese tradition. Whether such 
influences as that of China on modern abstract painting arc 
permanent or temporary will depend not only upon the needs of 
individual artists, but even more upon the extent to which the 
W’est feels the necessity to study and acquire some of the values 
of Chinese civilization as a whole. In the meantime, when we as 
individuals contemplate the achievements of Chinese art, and .as 
artistsand craftsmen arc inspired by them, we arc taking the first 
steps in tli.'>t direction. Michael Sullivan 
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SCIENCE -AND CHINA’S INFLUENCE 
ON THE WORLD 

I 

IN all civiluations it has been customary for those who are 
departing from this life to designate others as the heirs and in¬ 
heritors of their worldly goods, and if such an action has the 
approbation of law we are accustomed to call what is thus trans¬ 
mitted a legacy. For the earlier volumes of this series the term 
was appropriate enough, because the civilizations and the 
languages of classical Greece and imperial Rome ha\e indeed 
long been dead in the historical sense, but difficulties naturally 
arose when the expression was continued for a civilization which 
is still living. If it is true that Sanskrit itself is a dead language, 
Indian culture as a whole is very much alive, and the same is true 
of the culture to which the present book is devoted. In fact 
Chinese civilization has never been living more vigorously than 
it is today. I shall not labour the point, for it has already been 
discussed in the Introduction; nevertheless, where the history of 
science and technology is concerned, it raises questions of sub¬ 
stance. 

Who w'as supposed to be the ‘legatee’ in the original concep¬ 
tion of this series ? Was not the unspoken conception that it was 
‘modern Western’ civilization, rapidly spreading over the world, 
and destined to supersede all cultures not based on European 
Christendom? A ‘Legacy of Europe’ was not thought worth 
writing, for Europe alone was the repository of immortal truth ’ 

^ It is still not at all difficult to find expressions of this attitude towards the 
European inheritance by W'estern scholars For c.xamplc Costa Brochado has 
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It seems verj’ doubtful now whether this implicit as'iumption has 
anv validity. Modern science has indeed created a universal and 
international culture, that of the airman, the engineer, and the 
biologist, but although modern science originated in Kuropc and 
in Europe only, it was built upon a foundation of medics al 
science and technology much of which was non-Iuiropcan. Thus 
we must define our terms. The ‘testator’ here is a citihVation 
with a longer continuous livtng tradition than any other, with 
the possible cveeption of Israel, and one which is in no danger of 
decay. The ‘legatee’ is the internation.d world of which ever)- 
country now inevitably forms a part; not simply a Europe 
deigning to adopt a few exotic elements from peripheral 
peoples. Each people enters the modern world with its own 
ofTcring of thought, discovery, and invention, some rithcr per¬ 
haps than others, but each able and willing to participate in the 
universal discourse of applied mathematics while yet most 
faithful to its own inherit.incc of language and philosoph)', an 
inheritance from which all others have much to learn. Indeed, 
the metaphor of inheritance is unsatisfactory for our purposes, 

written-. ‘Tuilv the motive po«cr of the forces which are working against tw 
in ,'\s« and Africa lod.w i» a millcnare- hatred borne by .V^iatic orientalism 
against the bu torches of occidental civilir-ition which -«lill biirn in those 
region*. What if cannot abide is the strong and redeeming light of a culture 
which proclaims the eisil and moral hberfs of man against that ca*te trrannv 
which IS at the Ivise of all oriental philosophies This is the explanation of 
how it has 1,000 possible for the wonderful tcchnologv of Western ciiilt/ation 
to Ik- complcieh aisinubtcd, from the frontier* of Aria to the confines of 
Japan, without any modincaiion of the philosophic-religions conceptions of 
luinian life among those peoples. It loots as if China, Ilufsb, India, .and Japan, 
to name only the grc-atcr couniries, hate profited cxclu<heh b\ tlic experi- 
trcnial icimcc* of our cisiliration in order to arm and equip tIicn>«cKe3 to 
deatrov in the end all that i» profound .and essential in it, its spirit and its 
n.eralit.v.' {fhnn tr A’otaVrf.var. l.t«bon. p 34^,) !.« it not be thought 
tlut this Lairopean chain inl«m is confined to the Portuguese or other Euro- 
peat-.i; a vers rimilar statement can he found in C. C. OjUispie, 7 ht Eige of 
Oh^firtiy: otr tX'ax .V iUJhsioyofSaritiifc tJtas (Princeton. 1963), p. S, 
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for the inheriting process has been a series of mutual transmis¬ 
sions going on for more tlian twenty centuries. One would rather 
prefer the image of the great rivers of past science and techno¬ 
logy flowing into the ocean of modern natural knowledge, so 
that all peoples have been testators and all are now inheritors, 
each in their several ways. 

Secondly, the history of science and technology is not to be 
bounded by Europe and what Europe received of these trans¬ 
missions. During the first fourteen centuries of the Christian era, 
as this contribution will have no difficulty in showing,' China 
transmitted to Europe a veritable abundance of discoveries and 
inventions which were often received by the West with no clear 
idea of where they liad originated. The technical inventions of 
course travelled faster and further than the scientific thought. 
But besides all this there were important influences upon nascent 
modern science during the Renaissance period, and these con¬ 
tinued on throughout the eighteenth century. By that time we 
reach the beginning of the modern period, when science has 
become a worldwide enterprise in which China is participating 
along with all other cultures. If we were to interpret the term 
‘legacy’ in what was probably its original sense, we should restrict 
our attention to those factors which were concerned in the direct 
historical genesis of modern science, excluding factors which fell 
into place after the Galilean breakthrough of the early seven¬ 
teenth century. But if we take the term in the wider sense out¬ 
lined above, we shall be interested in what China contributed to 

' It will of course be impossible to give detailed chapter and verse for an) 
of the statements made in this contribution Abundance of references to both 
Chinese and Western literatures, together with Chinese characters, uiU 
however be found m Science and Civilisation in China (7 vols. in 12 parts, 
Cambridge, 1954- ), by J Needham, with the collaboration of Wang Ling 
(Wang Ching-ning), Lu Gwei-djen, Ho Ping-yu, Kenneth Robinson, Ts'ao 
T‘ien-ch‘in, and others I am glad to record here my great indebtedness to 
my Chinese friends and co-workers, without whom the work would have been 
impossible. 
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the world at all periods. To explain svhat this means we must 
not only conridcr prc-Kenaissancc and post-Renaissance irans- 
mi'-'ions separately, but aho distinpuisli between science and 
tcchttology. 

Tlicre can be no doubt that in the opening phases of modern 
tcicncc, when mechanics, dynamics, and celestial and terrestrial 
ph)-sics came into being in thetr modem form, the Greek con¬ 
tribution had the greatest share.* Euclidean deductive geometry 
and Ptolemaic planetary astronomy, with all that they imply, 
were certainly the main factors in the birth of the ‘new, or c.x- 
pcrimcntal, science’—in so far as any antecedents played a part 
at all, for we must not underrate its basic originality. In spite of 
Ptolemy and Archimedes, the occidental ancients did not, as a 
whole, experiment. But Asian contributions were by no means 
absent from the decisive breakthrough, for .apart from algebra 
and the basic numerational and computational techniques 
(c.g. the Indian numemls, the Indo-Chinese rcro, and Chinese 
decimal placc-v.alue, the most ancient form of the method), 
China provided all the ba'ic knowledge of magnctic.il pheno¬ 
mena. This field of stud)' (to which we shall return prcsentl)', 
p. 252) was radicall)' difterent from those which Greek physics 
had cultivated, and its cflect upon the initi.il stages of modern 
science, mediated ilirough Gilbert and Kepler, was of vital 
importance. Tlicre were also significant influences from China 
in practic.il astronomy, such .ns the .adoption of tiie Chinese 
celestial coordinates by Tycho Brahe. 

In tfchnologic.il influences before and during the Renaissance 
China occupies a quite dominating position. In the body of this 
contribution we shall mention among other things the efficient 
equine harness, the tcdinology of iron and steel, the inventions 

* For a dijcuwon of Uib point fee J. Is'eedham. 'Poitiucs and Triusnphj 
of the O'lnfJc Scientific Tradition', art, in Tbf Sin erne if SdeKtifa 
(Report of Hittorj of Science S)npo«iun3, Oxford, tofii) (London, igiSj), 
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of gunpowder and paper, the mechanical clock, and basic en¬ 
gineering devices such as the driving-belt, the chain-drive, and 
the standard method of converting rotary to rectilinear motion, 
together with segmental arch bridges and nautical techniques 
such as the stern-post rudder. The world owes far more to the 
relatively silent craftsmen of ancient and medieval China than to 
the Alexandrian mechanics, articulate theoreticians though they 
were. 

We ha-ve next to think of those achievements of Asian and 
Chinese science which, though not genetically connected with 
the first rise of modern science, yet deserve close attention. They 
may or may not be directly related genetically to their corre¬ 
sponding developments in post-Renaissance modern science. 
Perhaps the most outstanding Chinese discovery which was so 
related, even though it influenced the West relatively late (the 
end of the eighteenth and the beginning of the nineteenth 
centuries), was that of the first successful immunization tech¬ 
nique. Variolation, the forerunner of Jennerian vaccination, had 
been in use in China certainly since the beginning of the six¬ 
teenth century, and if tradition is right since the eleventh; it 
consisted in the inoculation of a minute amount of the contents 
of the smallpox pustule itself into the nostril of the patient to be 
immunized, and Chinese physicians had gradually worked out 
methods of attenuating the virus so as to give greater safety. The 
origins of the tvholc science of immunology lie in a practice based 
on medieval Chinese medical thought. A case of direct theo¬ 
retical influence wdiich springs to mind concerns cosmology— 
the old Chinese doctrine of infinite empty space as opposed to 
the solid crystalline celestial spheres of medieval Europe, but 
again it did not exert its full effect towards their dissolution until 
after Galileo’s time. Examples of later incorporation w'ould be 
the development of undulatory theory in eightecnth-centur)' 
physics, which immensely elaborated characteristically Chinese 
ideas without knowing any thing of them; or the use of ancient 
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and medieval Chincfc record' of novae and supcrriovac by 
modem radio-astronomers, A good case of the probable ab'ence 
of any stimulus would be the seismograph as used in Chin.i from 
the second to the seventh centuries a.d.; tliough an outstanding 
achievement and a permanent legacy to the history of geology, 
it was almost ccnainly unknown to any of the scientific men 
who developed seismographs again in post-Rcnaissancc Europe. 
Chinese biological and pathological classification systems occupy 
the same portion; they were clearly unknown to Linnaeus and 
Sydenham, but none the less worthy ofMiuiy, for only by draw'- 
ing up the halancc-shect in full shall we e\ er a'certain what each 
chilization has comribured to human advancement. Similarly, 
it is now' becoming clear that medieval Chinese anatomy was 
far more advanced than has generally been thought, for judge¬ 
ments hat c been based by Western anatomists only on the few re¬ 
maining block-print illustrations, since they were unable to read 
the texts tlicmsclvcs and to pursue the comple.v and elaborate 
nomenclature. But it e.xcricd no influence on the revival and 
development of anatomy in Renaissance Europe. Xor did the 
outstandingly good iconographic tradition of the pharmaceutical 
conij'cndia of tlic genre, centuries ahead of the West in 

accurate bot.nnical illustration, which has gained appreciation 
only in our own time. 

lastly we have to think of teclinical inventions which only 
became incorporated, whether or not by re-invention, into the 
corpus of modern technology after tlie Renaissance period. A 
case in point might he the paddle-wheel boat, but it is uncertain, 
for vve do not know wlicthcr tltc first European successes were 
based on a Bp.antinc idea never c.xccuted, or on a vast fund of 
practical Chinese aebiev ement during the preceding millennium, 
or on neither. *\ clearer example is the iron-chain suspension 
bridge, for S'lnlc the first European description came towards 
the end of the sixteenth centurj*, tlic first reahVation occurred 
only in the eighteenth, and in knowledge of the Chinese 
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.intcctJciU', Jading Isack. a*- v,c v.uw know, i'or more ihan a 
ihoii'aiui years prtniou^t). Independent invention occurred, no 
doubt, with the difTercntial gear, for though this v.m? present in 
tlic soutli-pointing earringci ofancie nt China, their construction 
has been revealed only by nK*dern hi'torical research and couU 
hardly have in'pircd the later rntujianics of the West v.lto fitted 
up again this important form of enmeshing vvhccI-worK Soaho 
tlu: Cliincse methods of vteci-tnaiing by the co-fusion proccs? 
and hy the direct ovygenation of cast iron, though of great 
seniority to tlie siderurgy of Kuropc, were not nhic to exert an} 
influence upran it, if indeed they did, which is still uncertain, 
until long after tiic Renaissance. At the same time one must 
always refrain from being too podtivc about the absence of in¬ 
fluence. In human intercourse there iiave been innumerable 
capillary ch.innels wliich we cannot see, .and especially for earlier 
times we siiotild never be tempted to dogmatism in the denial 
of transmissions. Sometimes one wonder? whether humanity 
ever forgets an) thing. Tiie sailing-c.irriagc of early se\ enteenth- 
cctitury Europe was consciously modelled on supposed Chinese 
protot} pcs which had in fact been rather different, but it is 
possible tliat they in tlieir turn derived from the model boats 
with sails ouf^pread which, supported upon low wooden wMgons, 
con\ eyed the coffins of ancient Egyptian gods or kings across the 
deserts to their tombs. Broadly speaking, e.xpcrience shows that 
the further one goes back in history the more unlikely indepen¬ 
dent invention was; we cannot infer it from the conditions of 
modern science today, where it frequently occurs. 

Thus in relation to the ‘legacy' of China we have to think of 
three different values. There is the value of that wdiich helped 
directly to effect the Galilean breakthroiigli, the value of that 
which became incorporated in modern science Liter on, and last 
but not least the value of tliat which had no traceable influence 
and yet renders Chinese science and technology no less worthy of 
study and admiration than that of Europe. Everything depends 
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on the definition of the legatee—^Europe alone, or modern uni¬ 
versal science, or the whole of mankind. I would urge that it is 
not in fact legitimate to require of every- scientific or techno¬ 
logical activity that it should have contributed to the advance¬ 
ment of the European culture-area. Nor need it even be shown 
to hate constituted building material for modern universal 
science. Tlic history of science is not to be written solely in 
terms of one continuous thread of linked influences. Is there not 
an oecumenical histor}'- of human thought and knowledge of 
nature, in which every effort can find its place, irrespective of 
what influences it received or handed on Is not the historj’ and 
philosophy of universal science the only true legatee of all human 
endeavour f 


II 

So much for indebtedness and its various .meanings. Mis¬ 
understandings have been corrected, but nothing intrinsically 
new has emerged. Yet in this contribution I do want to make an 
imporiant, if parado.\ic.il, point which I do not remember seeing 
fully brought out anj'whcre hitlierto. The proper title for this 
diaptcr ought to be ‘The Ten (or tlic Twenty or Thirty) Dis¬ 
coveries (or Inventions) that Shook the World’. That Chinese 
discoveries and inventions there were, we have long known; that 
they were transmitted one after the other to Europe, vve can 
demonstrate or show to be c.vtrcmely likely; but the extra- 
ordinaiy parado.x arises that while many, even most, of tliem had 
earth-shaking effects upon occidental society, Chinese society 
had a strange cap.icitv’ for absorbing them and remaining rela¬ 
tively unmoved. We sliall return to this at the conclusion, hav¬ 
ing systematically pointed out the social effects of the Chinese 
novelties as we speak of them; perhaps to offer some tentative 
explanation of the outstanding contrast. Here I wish only to 
strike the real kevnote of this contribution. 

KUJU s. 
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One common misconception which it is desirable to get out of 
the way before going further is that Chinese achievements were 
invariably technical rather than scientific. It is true, as has 
already been said, that ancient and medieval Chinese science 
was hemmed in within the boundaries of the ideographic lan¬ 
guage and penetrated little outside it. But because the practi¬ 
cal inventions were the only tilings that the Indian, Arabic, or 
Western cultures were generally capable of taking over from the 
Chinese culture-area, this does not mean that the Chinese them¬ 
selves had always been mere ‘sooty empiricks’. On the contrary, 
there was a large body of naturalistic theory in ancient and 
medieval China, there was systematic recorded experimentation, 
and there was a great deal of measurement often quite surprising 
in its accuracy. Of course, the theories of the Chinese remained 
to the end of their autochthonous period characteristically 
medieval in type, for the Renaissance, ivith its mathcmatization 
of hypotheses, did not happen among them. 

The point can be illustrated perhaps by a quotation which in 
any case would only inexcusably be omitted from this chapter. 

It is well to obsen'e [said Lord Verulam] the force and virtue and 
consequences of discoveries. These are to be seen nowhere more con¬ 
spicuously than in those three which w’cre unknown to the ancients, 
and of ivhich the origin, though recent, is obscure and inglorious; 
namely, printing, gunpowder, and the magnet. For these three have 
changed the whole face and state of things throughout the world, the 
first in literature, the second in warfare, the third in navigation; whence 
have follow'ed innumerable changes; insomuch that no empire, no sect, 
no star, seems to have exerted greater power and influence in human 
affairs than these mechanical discoveries.* 

Subsequent' scholars, who might have been expected to know 
better, were content that the origin of the discoveries should 
remain obscure and inglorious. J. B. Bury, for instance, when 


* Francis Bacon, Kovum Orgatium, bk. i, aphorism 129. 
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describing tlic Renaissance controversies between the supporters 
of the 'Ancients’ and those of the ‘Moderns’, shows that the 
latter were gcncrallj* considered to have had the best of it, pre¬ 
cisely because of the three great inventions which Bacon de¬ 
scribed. Yet nowhere in his book is there even a footnote pointing 
out that none of the three was of European origin.’ In what 
follows we shall show not only where their origin tvas, but how it 
arose from ancient scientific theorizing. 

Bury’s book was tmtten forty-five years ago, but the same 
attitudcof‘invinciblcignorancc’about non-European contribu¬ 
tions persists today as strongly as ever. One cannot help noticing 
it in a recent work, 7br Impiration of Science, by Sir George 
Thomson.® After emphasizing the twin Greek successes of gco- 
metr)' and planetar)’ astronomy, he goes on to say; 

But with things on earth they were less successful. They knew' that 
amber when rubbed attracted chaff, and that a stone from a place in 
.•\sia Minor called Magne<ia attracted iron, and they had observed that 
a pole sticking out of the water seemed bent; but they made no rc.il 
progress with the corresponding sciences. It is sometimes said that this 
failure was due to an unwillingness to experiment. No doubt up to a 
point this is true, but 1 think that there is something more.... [The 
Greeks] failed to rcalbc the imponance of these apparently tritial 
occurrences. The heavens were impressive and grand, perhaps the abode 
of gods or even of something greater than the gods. Little bits of chaff 
and shreds of iron were araudng but hardly of the first importance. This 
is a very natural attiindc. 

Vet the greatest di^ovety in method which science has made is that 
the apparcntl)' trivial, the mcreU curious, may be clues to an under¬ 
standing of tbe deepest principles of Nature. One can hardly blame the 
Greeks. Even with Newton behind him, Swift could be wittv at the 
expense of the Royal Societj- in hiv account of the ‘projccton’ of Laputa, 
with their studies of cucumben as a source of sunlight—and Swift, 
though an unpleasant creature, was no fool. Just how tlic discovcr>’came 

‘ tfPrvsrm (London, ipse), pp. 43 ff.. 45. .4 6, .$ ff.. j-g. 

® Oxford, 1561. ' 
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about is not clear. It is the great thing that marks off our age from other), 
and may well have had several independent causes. Among these, prob¬ 
ably, was the importance of magnetism for navigation, and of optics 
for spectacles. Gunnery perhaps added a little, and made Gahleo’s 
mechanics sound rather less improbable. But a greater cause was the 
excitement that came from the discovery of a way round Africa to 
India and then of the New World In an age in which the wildest 
projects of geographical discover}' had proved successful it was natural 
to try others of a different kind, to open the mind and ask more searching 
questions on matters nearer at hand. The first discovery must always be 
that there are things worth discovering. So the apparent trivialities of 
the stone from Magnesia and of amber grew in importance, and since 
the time of Maxwell it has been clear to the discerning that the ideas 
behind them are as fundamental as any m the world, not even excluding 
that of matter. 

Much of this is well said, and worth saying; but some of it is 
surely an example of what Claude Roy has called ‘the iron cur¬ 
tain of false enigmas’. Not only is the Chinese origin ofmagneti- 
cal science and of explosives chemistry quietly ignored, but the 
beginning of curiosity about apparently trivial natural occur¬ 
rences is made into a mystery. It may possibly be that the Greeks 
lacked this*—if so, they were already infected with that false 
sense of values which led Thomas Aquinas to say that ‘a little 
knowledge about the highest things is better than the most 
abundant knowledge about things low and small’.^ If the secrets 
of the Magnesian stone were first revealed in China this was 
perhaps not only due to the organic materialism of her cosmo- 
log7> 1^**^ because all Chinese philosophical tradition lay 
behind Ch‘eng Ming-tao’s eleventh-century criticism of the 
Buddhists: ‘When they strive only to “understand the high 

* But I should be surprised if it were not possible to find statements in the 
Hippocratic corpus and in Galen about the great importance of very small 
pathological symptoms or anatomical structures. 

^ Summa Theologiae, la, i. 5 ad i. 
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^•.itliout “studying tiie low”, how can their understanding of the 
high be riglit 


tii 

Let now return to the inventions listed by Bacon. Since 
ever) thing cannot he discussed, we shall leave the epic of print¬ 
ing on one side,* and stay only upon the discover)' of chemical 
explosive force and that of magnetic polarity. It is hard to over¬ 
rate either of them, and both developed from Taoist (origin- 
.illy Shamanist) magic, guided into practic.il reproducibility 
by the theories of Chinese natural philosophy working within 
alchemy on the one hand .and gcomancy on the other. The 
dcvelopincm of gunpowder weapons xxas certainly one of the 
greatest acliievcments of the medieval Chinese world.^ One finds 

* Horan Cb'fns;-ihib j-ji-f, eh. 13, p. ib. T)ie quoted phrasci .ire from t)ie 
.‘{nalfcis xt\. 37, vhrre Coiifuciu* *avj that the study of the lovly elucidatw 
the fupcmal {hia h$ufb, e’h slar^ la). \M)at a contrast to the theme of 
’su'pifiendo dc^pido’! 

^ Jn order to complete the pattern of this paper it is neces'iry however to 
point out tint while the tpre-ad of printing in Kiiropc has aKv.ays been rccog- 
nired as a necesjarr precursor of the Renaissance, the Reformation, and the 
rue of i-apitalUiT), beciuse of its democratizing of cduc.iuon, its effects In 
China wc.-c fa'' lets. I>om the Sung onwards the ranis of the scholar-gentry 
were witiciy increased by the spread of printing, and the mandarinate seas 
recruited from a much ssider circle of fatnilic', but the b.'usc structure and 
pnndple of the non-hetcditaiy cisii service remained «sentlall) quite un- 
changed. The Chinese social organism had already for centuries been ‘demo¬ 
cratic' (in the sense of tb.c oirnerc ourrrie ijiix talents) and could therefore 
absorb a new /actor svhich proved explosive in the aristocratic son’ety of the 
Wet, j\< (o' !r3n<nii«<jon, 1 a'n satisfied that Gutenberg fcnevv of Chinese 
mosal'Se-blocL printing, at least by hearsay. The Intention of [Pafee arj\ 
Pnnurf IS Cliria and tb/ir Spread K'eitoeafds is the title of the classical bool 
K T. r. Carter (znd cd., ed. L. C. Goodrich, ICtw Yorl, 1955)- 

^ .N’o study of this in a Western language as yet incorporates all the new 
Inowledge brought to light in recent times bj Chinese scholars, especially 
Teng Ciiij-shcng. but the paper of Warg Ling on ‘The Invention and Ufe 
cf Gunpowder and Fireanui in Cfsina*. Ittt. vol. xixvK {iq47), p. 160, is still 
brotdly spnljrg correct in its account-Tor the w-idcr comparative background 
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the beginning of it towards the end of the T'ang, in the ninth 
century a.d., when the first reference to the mixing of charcoal, 
saltpetre (i.c. potassium nitrate), and sulphur is found. This oc¬ 
curs in a Taoist book which strongly recommends alchemists not 
to mix these substances, especially with the addition of arsenic, 
because some of those who have done so have had the mixture 
deflagrate, singe their beards, and burn down the building in 
which they were working. 

After that things happened rather rapidly. The ‘fire drug’ 
{hno yao), which is the characteristic term for gunpowder mix¬ 
tures, occurs as igniter in a flame-thrower in a d. 919, and by 
the time we reach the year 1000 the practice of using gunpowder 
in simple bombs and grenades was coming into use. Its first 
composition formulae appear in 1044. This is a good deal earlier 
than the first references to any gunpowder composition in 
Europe, 1327, at best 1285. These bombs and grenades of the 
beginning of the eleventh century did not of course contain a 
brisant explosive like that w’hich became known in the following 
two centuries when the proportion of nitrate was raised, they 
were more like rocket compositions which go off with a ‘whoosh’ 
rather than anything which gives a destructive explosion And 
indeed it was about this time, the early eleventh century, that a 
new' kind of incendiary arrow {huo chten), in fact the rocket, 
developed. Here immediately we see the importance of the 
availability of a natural form of tubing, the stem of the bamboo, 
because it was only necessary to attach a bamboo tube to an 
arrow and fill it with a low-nitrate composition to get the rocket 
effect. In this day and age it is hardly necessary to expatiate upon 
what the Chinese started when they first made rockets fly. 

Thence there followed the important transition to the barrel 
gun. It occurred early in the twelfth century, about 1120, when 
the Sung people w'ere conducting their great def nsive campaign 

we now have J R Partington’s important work. A History of Greek Fire and 
Gunpowder (Cambridge, 1961). 
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against the Chin Tartars. In a remarkable book by Ch‘en Kuei, 
the Shou ch^eng h, on the defence of a certain city north of 
Hankow at that time, there is described the first invention 
and use of the fire-lance (huo ch‘iang )—a tube filled with rocket 

composition but not allowed 
to go loose, held instead 
upon the end of a spear. An 
adequate supply of these 
five-minute flame-throwers, 
passed on from hand to hand, 
effectively discouraged enemy 
troops from storming one’s 
city wmll. By about 1230 
we begin to have descrip¬ 
tions of really destructive 
explosions in the later cam¬ 
paigns between the Sung and 
the Yuan Mongols. Then 
about 1280 comes the appear¬ 
ance of the metal-barrel gun 
somewhere in the Old World. 
As yet we really do not 
know w'here it first occurred, 
whether among the Arabs 
wdth their madfa'a, whether 
among the Chinese, as seems most likely from the preceding 
history, or whether possibly among the 'Westerners. Between 
1280 and 1320 is the key period for the appearance of the metal- 
barrel cannon I have no doubt that its real ancestry was the 
substantial bamboo tube of the Chinese fire-lance. 

There are tw'o important points to be made about this Chinese 
development of the first chemical explosive known to man. 
Firstly, it is not to be regarded as a purely technological achieve¬ 
ment. Gunpow'der was not the invention of artisans, farmers, or 



Fig 17. Rocket-arrow and launching 
box {JFji-pet chih, ad. 1621) 
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rna^ter-juasons; it arose from the systematic if obscure investiga¬ 
tions of Taoist alchemists. I say‘systematic’ most advisedly, for 
although in the sixth and eighth centuries they had no theories 
of modern tj'pe to work with, that does not mean that they 



i'Ja iS Batten of rocUt launching boset on wheelbarrows {JVu-pei cbib, 

A.D ifiJt). 

worked with no tlicories at all; on the contraiy^ it has been shown 
that an elaborate doctrine of categories of affinities had grotsm 
up by thcT'ang, reminiscent in somcw.iysofthesjTnpathicsand 
antipathies of the Alexandrian mpticalaorificers, but mucli more 
developed and mudv less animistic.* I use the term ‘mptical 

’ See Ho and J. Xeedinm, 'I'heoriet of CatcgoricJ in Tarlv Mcdi- 

iersl tdi’Cfte Alchcnn", H'c'lurg C CturtauSd J’t^itlutft, vol. xsth 

(>?59X F- 1:3. 
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aurificers’ here because the first alchemists of Hellenistic 


times, though very interested 

* A. 



in counterfeiting gold, and in all 
kinds of chemical and metal¬ 
lurgical transformaticHiSjVere 
not as yet in pursuit of a 
‘philosopher’s stone’ which 
would give a medicine of im¬ 
mortality or an ‘elixir of life’. 
There is every reason for be¬ 
lieving that the basic ideas of 
Chinese alchemy, which had 

been ‘longevity-conscious’ 
from the beginning, made 
their way to the West through 
the Arabic world. Indeed, one 
cannot really speak of alchemy 
in the strict sense before the 



Fig. 19 ‘Greek Fire’ {meng htio yti) 
flame-thrower, with tank for the naph¬ 
tha, and double-acting pump with two 


contribution of the Arabs, 
and it is even claimed that 
the word itself, and also other 
alchemical terms, are derived 
from Chinese originals. Many 
pieces of chemical apparatus 
from the Han period have 
come down to us, such as 
bronze vessels probably used 
for the sublimation of mer- 


pistonstoworkcontinuously(rr«.-cAi//^ cWoride (the making 

tsuiig-yao, A.D. 1044). , , 

of calomel), vapour rising 

through the two arms and condensing in the centre (Plate 17). 
Certain forms of distilling apparatus are also typically Chi¬ 
nese, and quite different from those in use in the West. The dis¬ 
tillate, condensed by the vessel of cold water above, drips down 
into a central receiver and flows out through a side-tube. 
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This is an ancestor of apparatus used in modern chemistrj'.* In 
sum, the fint compounding of an explosive mixture aro=;e in the 
course of a systematic exploration of the chemical and pharma¬ 
ceutical properties of a great variety of substances, inspired by 
the hope of attaining longevity or material immortality. 

Secondly, in the gunpowder epic we have another ease of the 
socially detastating discover}' which China could somehow take 
in her stride but which had revolutionary effects in Europe. For 
decades, indeed for centuries, from Shakespeare’s time onwards, 
European historians have rccogniacd in the first salvoes of the 
fourtccnth-centur}' bombards the death-knell of the castle, and 
hence of Western military aristocratic feudalism. It would be 
tedious to enlarge upon lliis here. In one single year (1449) the 
artillery train of the king of France, making a tour of the castles 
still held by the English in Normandy, battered them down one 
after another at the rate of five a month. Nor were the effects of 
gunpowder confined to the land; they had profound influence 
also at sc.i, for in due time they gave the death-blow to the multi- 
oared slate-manned galley of the Mediterranean, which was 
unable to provide gun-platforms sufficiently stable for naval 
cannonades and broadsides. Less well known, but meriting pass¬ 
ing mention here, is the fact that during the century before 
the appearance of gunpowder in Europe (i.c. the thirteenth) its 
polioTcctic value had been foreshadowed by another, less lasting 
development, that of the countenveighted trebuchet, also most 
d.mgernus for even the stoutest castle walls. This was an Arabic 
improvement of the projectile-throwing device {p^ao) most 
characteristic of Chinese militar}- art, not the torsion or .spring 
devices of .Mexandrian or B)v.antine catapults, but the simpler 
swape-like kner bearing a sling at the end of its longer arm and 
operated by manned ropes attached to the end of its shorter one. 

Here the contract with China is particularly noteworthy. The 

* Sec 51 o Pinp-^U and J. XecJbsm, 'TT'C Laboraion Equipment of the 
EarK McJiaeval Chinese AicbnnistC, .-iniux, vol. vli (1959), p. 5S 
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basic structure of bureaucratic feudalism remained after five 
centuries or so of gunpowder weapons just about the same as 
it had been before the invention had developed. The birth of 
chemical warfare had occurred in the T‘ang but it did not find 
wide military use before the Sung, and its real proving-grounds 
w'ere the wars between the Sung empire, the Chin Tartars, and 
the Mongols in the eleventh to thirteenth centuries. There are 
plenty of examples of its use by the forces of agrarian rebellions, 
and it was employed at sea as well as on land, in siege warfare 
no less than in the field. But as there was no heavily armoured 
knightly cavalry in China, nor any aristocratic or manorial feudal 
castles either, the new weapon simply supplemented those which 
had been in use before, and produced no perceptible effect upon 
the age-old civil and military bureaucratic apparatus, which each 
new foreign conqueror had to take over and use in his turn. 

IV 

Next let us look at the third of Bacon’s great discoveries. If 
Ptolemaic astronomy was purely Greek, the early study of 
magnetism was purely Chinese, a point of immense importance. 
If we go into any place today where nature is under accurate 
observation or control—into an atomic pow'er-station, the 
engine-room of an ocean liner, or any scientific laboratory—the 
walls are covered with dials and pointers, and people are making 
dial-and-pointer readings. But the first of all dial-and-pointer 
devices, so classical in the philosophy of science, was the magnetic 
compass, and in the development of this Europe had no part. 

In the Sung period we find as one of its early forms a small 
piece of lodestone embedded in the body of a wooden fish with a 
little needle projecting from it; floating in water, it indicates the 
south.* The same thing was done with a dry suspension; a thin 

* We are, of course, accustomed to think of the needle as pointing to the north, 
but in China the south was always considered to be indicated. In Chinese cosmic 
symbolism the emperor represented the pole-star, and so faced south on his 
throne, theoretically doing nothing, yet ruling all things with perfect success 
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chopstick cut off and sharpened to a point bore the lodestonc 
in'idc a little wooden turtle, with again a needle stickmg out to 
add a small amount of extra torque. These designs date from 
about 1130, but we have a still earlier one, from 1044, described 
in a book called Wu-ching uung-yao (‘Compendium of Impor¬ 
tant Miliiarj- Techniques*) by 
Tseng Kung-liang. This is 
nothing other than the ‘float¬ 
ing fish’ so often mentioned 
by Arabic WTiters later on, the 
cup-shaped fish of magnetized 
iron floating on the water. Still 
morcintcrcsting, this compass- 
fish was not magnetized by 
being rubbed on the lodestonc 
but by being licatcd to red 
heat while held in a north- 
south position in the earth’s 
magnetic field. Remanent 
magnetism is a surprise to 
meet w-ith in the early clc\ enth 
centurj'. Ily its end, the most 
usual thing was to have a 
magnetized needle suspended 
on a single thread of raw 
silk. 

To get back to the beginning one has to mention the divina¬ 
tion devices called shih. Used by the diviners in Han times, they 
had a square earth-plate surmounted by a discoidal heaven- 
plate, hating the Great Bear carted on its upper surface to¬ 
gether with the standard cyclical characters, compass points, 
lunar m,tnsions, constellation names, and so on. In Wang 
Cldung’s Lwx hcr.g (‘Discourses Weighed in the Balance’), 
written in a.d. S3, tlicrc is a text which says that if you take the 



Tig. 20. rio.iting iron compass using 
remanent magnetism 
ysf, A.D. 1044, reconstruction by 
Wang Chen-to). 
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‘south-controlling spoon’ {ssu-nan chih shao), and throw it on 
the ground, it will always point to the south. The accepted view 
is that to ‘throw it on the ground’ was not meant literally, but 
indicated that it was to be placed on the ground-plate of the 
diviner’s board. The spoon itself was an actual piece of lode- 
stone, carved into the shape of the Northern Dipper (the Great 
Bear), i.e. into a Chinese spoon. It has been found experimen¬ 
tally that this can in fact be done if the bronze plate is polished 
as highly as possible; then the torque will rotate the spoon so 
that it turns to the south. Originally the spoon had been but one 
of a number of magic models of the heavenly bodies used in 
techniques of divination allied to board games (Plate i8). 

It is true that this device is a reconstruction from a text, and 
that an actual spoon made of lodestone has not so far been found 
in any tomb. But during the following thousand years there are 
constant literary references to a ‘south-pointer’ which can only 
be explained if something of this kind existed. Later on there is a 
firm priority of two or three centuries before the first European 
mention of magnetic polarity about ii8o. Indeed it is true to 
say that people in China were worrying about the declination' 
before Europeans even knew of the polarity. It is a remarkable 
fact that past variations of declination can be found embalmed 
in the Chinese geomantic compass. This has three circles, not 
only for the astronomical north-south, but another with all the 
points staggered east of it and another similarly 'j\° west. 
Thus the geomantic compass preserves a record of declinations 
which at certain times were east of astronomical north-south, 
and then west. 

The priority in knowledge of polarity, induction, remanence, 
declination, &c., was also maintained in priority of first use in 
navigation, which must have started at least as early as the tenth 
century. We have charts of the early fifteenth century which 

* That is to say, the variable deviation of the magnetic needle from 
astronomical north. 
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shmv itineraries diagrammatical!)- like steamship routes across 
tlic oceans, with the compass-bearings marked along them. So 
many watches on such-and-such a bearing, then change course 
and cany on again for a prescribed time, &c.. See. Such know¬ 
ledge came to the West, but how it came remains a mystery'. 
Perhaps some Arabic or Indian tc.vt will throw light upon it. 
Perhaps tlic knowledge even travelled overland through Tartar 
kingdoms and not by sea at alL 

Magnctical science was indeed an essential component of 
modem science. All the preparation for Peter of Maricourt, the 
greatest medieval student of the compass, and hence for the 
ideas of Gilbert and Kepler on the cosmic role of magnetism, 
had been Chinese. Gilbert thought that all heavenl}' motions 
were due to the magnetic powers of the heavenly' bodies, and 
Kepler had the idea that graritation must be something like 
magnetic attraction. The tendency of bodies to fall to the ground 
was c.\-plaincd by the idea that the earth was like an enormous 
magnet drawing things unto itself. The conception of a 
parallelism between gravity and magnetism was a vitally impor¬ 
tant part of the preparation for Isaac Newton. In the Newtonian 
syntlicsis gravitation was axiomatic, one might almost say, and 
spread throughout all space just as magnetic force would act 
across space with no obvious intermediation. Thus the ancient 
Chinese ideas of action at a distance* were a very important part 
ofthc preparation for Newton through Gilbert and Kepler. The 
field physics of still later times, established in Clerk Maxwell’s 
classical equations, and more congruent with organic thought 
than Greek atomic materialism, can again be traced back to the 
same root. Hence tlic concluding words, cntircl)- justified, of the 
passage quoted above on p. 244. 

* A vsloabic hiitorj- of this conception in relation to that of continuout 
contact action (though only so far as tVestem thought is concerned) has 
been sstitten by ^ta^ Hesse: Fereef okJ Fields: tbe Concept of Atsism as a 
l>:tiatet in the Histoyof Physics (London, tgSi). 
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Mvtatis mutandis one can make the same two statements about 
the magnetic compass as were made about gunpowder. It was 
not a purely empirical or technological achievement because the 
Taoist geomancers had their theories during its long develop¬ 
mental period, as we know well from many texts that have been 
preserved. The fact that these theories were not of the modern 
type does not entitle us to ignore them. The whole discovery had 
arisen from a divination procedure or cosmical magic, but what 
carried it forward was the Chinese attachment to a doctrine of 
action at a distance, or wave-motion through a continuum, 
rather than direct mechanical impulsion of particles; atomism 
being foreign to them, this it was which led them on to see 
nothing impossible in the pole-pointing property of a stone or of 
iron which had touched it. Secondly, the magnetic compass, or 
more broadly speaking, the knowledge of magnetic polarity as 
well as magnetic attraction, had also its sociologically earth- 
shaking character in the Western world. The part which it 
played in the nascent phases of modern science would be suffi¬ 
cient justification for this in itself, but there was more; for in the 
hands of the European sea-captains of the fifteenth century the 
compass crovraed a whole period of navigational science which 
had been inaugurated in the thirteenth, and made possible not 
only the circumnavigation of the African, but the discovery of 
the American, continent. How profoundly this affected the life 
of Europe, -with the influx of vast quantities of silver, the 
marketing of innumerable new kinds of commodities, and the 
opening up of colonies and plantations, hardly requires elaborate 
emphasis here, when even elementary textbooks tell the story. 
But again there is the other side of the picture. Chinese society 
was not upset by the knowledge of magnetic phenomena; the 
geomancers continued to advise families upon the best siting of 
houses and tombs with ever-increasing refineirient of their base¬ 
less art,I and the sea-captains continued to find their way to the 

* I sa/ ‘baseless’, because the idea that good or evil fortune would follow 
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EflSl Indies or the Persian Gulf in a trade that v.'as peripheral to 
Cliina’s main economic lifc.» 


V 

Wc map now leave the thoughts which flood in upon the 
reader of Francis Bacon’s passage, and go on to consider a num¬ 
ber of other outstanding scientific and technological gifts of 
China to the world. The scientific material which I have chosen 
may be divided into three parts: («) explosives chemistry or 
proto-clicmistrj'; iV) magnetic physics and the mariner’s com- 
p.iss; (f) astronomical coordinates and instruments, mechanical 
clockwork, and the ‘open’ cosmology. Having discussed the first 
two already, wc shall now deal with the third. Afterw'ards there 
will follow four technological subjects: [a) the use of animal- 
power, with the inventions of the stirrup, the efficient equine 
harnesses, and the wheelbarrow; (b) the use of water-power, with 
associated int cations such as the driving-belt, the chain-drive, 
the crank, and the morphology of the steam-engine; (r) iron and 
steel tcchnologv', bridge-building, and deep drilling; (d) nau¬ 
tical inventions such as the stem-post rudder, fore-and-aft sail¬ 
ing, the paddle-wheel boat, and watertight compartments. It 
must be emphasized that these are only a selection from a large 
variety of choice, and that the selection made is particularly 

the proper ihuation of dwcUingJ or tombs vi-as purelv proto-scientific, or as 
some vtould say, supentitious. But one must not forget that a very strong 
awthetic element catered into medieval Chinese gcomanc)', as is evidenced 
it.'ll todaj. hy the eaqiiisite patterns in which farmhouses, paths, tomis, 
pagodas, and all linds of human habitations blend svith the phj siograpliic 
Scenery. 

* Ihca tilt great period of maritime expansion during the first half of the 
fifteenth tenttitj’, svhen the fleets of the Ming navj- under the admiral Cheng 
Ho repeatedly foujjd their way as far as Madagascar, Medina, and Muscat, to 
say nothing of the spice islands and the northern fur coasts, had little effect 
upon Chinese economic life as a whole, and certainly nes'er ran any risk of 
twitching it into some new track. 

iw?u 


t 
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deficient on the biological sided It wiU also be worth while 
to consider the chronological order in -w'hich the transmissions 
to Europe occurred, coming as it were in ‘clusters’ at particular 
times rather than one by one over long periods of time. Finally, 
I shall return to the paradox already adumbrated of European 
social instabihty compared with Chinese stability, and link it 
with that other paradox of the primary Asian success in applying 
science to human needs, followed by the secondary European 
success in discovering the method of scientific discovery itself 
and so inaugurating modern as opposed to medieval science and 
technology. 

There are three ways of measuring the position of any star in 
the heavens, and modern astronomy uses, not the ecliptic co¬ 
ordinates of the Greeks or the altazimuth measurements of the 
Arabs, but the equatorial system of the Chinese. The measure¬ 
ment of position on the surface of the celestial sphere (the ap¬ 
parent dome of the heavens) was accomplished in all civilizations 
by building graduated circles into an armiUary sphere. The 
greatest Hellenistic astronomer Ptolemy (second century a.d.) 
had such an instrument at his disposal, and it lives on in the 
location gear of the modern telescope, for the latter is simply a 
sighting-tube of vastly increased size and power, not a finding 
mechanism. The sighting-tube and the graduated rings were the 
two essential elements for ascertaining celestial positions.^ 

* For example there is no room to say anything of physical meteorology 
Or mineralog}- among the inorganic sciences, or of sphygmology, nutritional 
science, entomology, plant protection, &c., among the biological one'. It is 
nevertheless certain that the study of the pulse and the empirical discovery 
of deficiency diseases in China influenced general scientific thinking from the 
seventeenth down to the end of the nineteenth centuries As for technologv, 
we have no room to say anything of the ceramics industry or the porcelain 
which Europeans strove so much to imitate in the eighteenth century, nor 
of the first plastic, lacquer, nor of mines, nor yet of fisheries. 

^ The Chinese did not use the 360° graduation, but one of 365T' based 
on the number of days in the year While at first sight this seems very aiskward, 
it had some concrete advantages. 
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Xow the lime nf the detclop- 
incnt of the armillary splicrc 5 n 
China ancUn Greece is about the 
same, if indeed the Chinese do 
not liave some priority. It is 
fully present by the time of 
Cluing Htng, that great scholar 
and scientist of the Later Han 
tvliosepcriodofactivitywas from 
A.n. too to 130, Just before I’to* 
lemy. Hut it is rjiiite lil.cly that it 
teas already complete in most of 
its details as early as the time of 
Lohsia Hung, who was repairing 
the calendar about too o.c. in 
the I'ormcr Han period j and 
rings of some kind must hate 
been used by Shih Shen and 
Kan Tc in about 330 n.c. if the 
tradition is right tliat they were 
the flr^^ to give star positions 
in degrees, F-ven in these early 
limes measurements n ere aln-ays 
equatorial. One of the finest 
Chinese instruments was the 
armillarj* sphere of Su Sung, 
set up in 10S8 at Kaifeng, the 
capital of the Northern Sung 
D.vnasty. 'Hiis was the first ob¬ 
servational instrument in astro¬ 
nomical history to be provided 
with a clock-drive, lire finest 
extant Chinese instrument is 
no doubt the b^on^c armillaiy- 





I'lC.. 21. The three syjtcmi of 
celatial coordinates: a. the equa¬ 
torial Chinae and modem jjstem; 
h. the Arabic altaiimuth svjtcm; 
c. the Greet ecliptic n stem {origi¬ 
nal di 3 gr.-im) 
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sphere of Kuo Shou-ching, the great Yuan astronomer who 
re-equipped the observatory at Peking in 1275. It is now at 
Nanking in the grounds of the Purple Mountain Observatory 
(Plate 19). 

If the sighting-tube was destined to swell and the graduated 
circles to shrink, the line of progress lay in dissecting the con¬ 
centric cage of the armillar}'' sphere. The equatorial mounting of 
the modern telescope was invented in China three and a half 
centuries before any telescopes existed. If one takes all the con¬ 
centric circles apart and mounts them non-concentrically in 
their correct planes suitably connected together, one has an 
instrument which came later to be called ‘Turkish’, i.e. the 
‘torquetum’. Its first inventor, the Spanish Muslim Jabir ibn 
Aflah, designed it in the twelfth century largely as a kind of 
computing machine for transferring from one set of coordinates 
to the others. But when it was introduced to China by the 
scientific mission of Jamal al-Din in 1267 it quickly led Kuo 
Shou-ching to the invention of a device called chien i or ‘simpli¬ 
fied instrument’. This was essentially the torquetum with the 
ecliptic components omitted, and it was indeed the forerunner' 
of the mounting of all modem telescopes. 

It is an extraordinary fact in the history of science that the 
Chinese were able to make such brilliant advances, pushing far 
ahead of the West (except for the complicated astrolabe), with¬ 
out full knowledge of geometry in its deductive Euclidean form. 
In any case it w^as the father of modern observational astronomy, 
Tycho Brahe, who in the sixteenth century introduced both the 
Chinese practices, the equatorial mounting and the equatorial 
coordinates, into modern science, which has never since departed 
from them.^ His explicit reason was the greater instrumental 

’ Soon after writing this I had the pleasure of viewing Tycho Brahe’s 
subterranean emplacement for his great equatorial armillaiy at Stjarneborg 
(Uraniborg) on the island of Ve-en in the 0 resund between Denmark and 
Sweden. 
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Fig. 23. Reconstruction by John Christiansen of the great astro¬ 
nomical clock erected by Su Sung, Han Kung-lien, and their 
collaborators at the Imperial Palace, Kaifeng, Honan province, in 
A D. 1088-92. The water-wheel rotated a celestial globe and an 
armillary sphere, and also an elaborate senes of jack figures which 
announced the time without any dial clock-face As the sphere was 
used for observational purposes, this was the first of all clock-drive' 
such as are used for modern telescopes. The escapement for hydro- 
mechanical clockwork had been invented by I-hsing (a Buddhist 
monk) and Liang Ling-tsan in a.d. 725, si\ centuries before the first 
appearance of mechanical clocks in the West. The water-tanks were 
replenished by manually operated norias (After Needham, Wang, 

and Price.) 
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Accuracy, Init he pAi<c3<ctl Arabic astrunomica! boolf, and the 
Arab', hnew well uhat the Chinc<c usage was. 

As has jim been mentioned, the Kaifeng armillary sphere of 
I Ob'S wa? provided with a clocl-dritc.} low was this possible? It 
was because China was responsible for tJic dcvcloptncnl of the 
rnech.tnical clod, not luiropc; a storj* which has only very re¬ 
cently been brought to light.* Indeed the mcchaniral clocks of 
China built between .wo. 700 and 1300 hate rescaled at last 
the missing link betsveen the scry ancient ssatcr-rcccising and 
water-giving vessels (clepsydras) of Babylonia and ancient Kgypt, 
and the purely mechanical clocks and watches of later ages. From 
the time of Chang Heng onwards the Chinese were intcrc.stcd in 
making uranographic models (celestial globes, &.c.) ret oh e by 
water-power, and it was precisely tlicir equatorial preference 
which suggested the idea to them. In the earliest form of Isuro- 
pean mechanical clock (from i30oonward,s), thetergt-and-foliot 
c.sc 3 penicni is what dissects the passage of time, the two pallets 
of the verge alternately arresting the rotation of the crown¬ 
wheel, which i« powered by a falling weight. In tins way the 
familiar tid-tock motement is achieved, and the whole sys¬ 
tem is slowed down to the rate of the apparent resolution of 
the hcatens, which is of course man’s prlmar)' clock. But for six 
hundred years before this another kind of mechanical clock had 
been in c.xistencc, though only in the Chinese culture-area. 

We may take a< an c.xamplc the instrument described in a book- 
entitled thin i-hiati^s: fn-yao and written by Su Sung in 1092 
about the great clock-tower which had been put up in Kaifeng a 
few yc.irs before. A general reconstruction can be described as 
follows. The machinery is inside the building on the right, and 

* Tot a full accovint see fteatmly Clcthrcrh hy J. Xcedham, L. tVanir. and 
I>. J. de S. Price {Camh'idef, iqfc) 'Antiquarian flornlogical Sodtty Mono- 
|uapl), no i). More briefly, j. Needham, Tiie Mitring Link in Horological 
Hiftor) : 3 Chintic Contribution’, Pw. Roy. See. A., so!, cd (1^59), p 147 
AViltini Lecture). 



264 Science and China!'s Influence on the World 

the time-telling apparatus is on the left, with the puppets in 
their pagoda coming round to announce the hour, and ringing 
bells and gongs. Above the time-annunciator system one can see 
the celestial globe which rotated automatically, and lastly on the 
roof is the armillary sphere which also rotated automatically. 
The main drive was not a falling weight but a water-wheel. One 
can see, too, the wheels behind it for getting the water up into 
the reservoir again. The essential part of the time-keeping was a 
linkwork escapement quite different from the verge-and-foliot 
system. Water poured continually from a constant-level tank 
into the scoops of the water-wheel, but each one could not go 
down until it was full. As it went down it tripped a couple of 
levers or weighbridges which by linkwork connexions released a 
gate at the top of the wheel and let it move on by one scoop. One 
might say that the machine was arranged so as to dissect time by 
the accurate and rapid weighing of successive small quantities of 
a fluid. I The main driving-wheel rotated a driving shaft which 
powered all the puppet wheels, the celestial globe, and also the 
armillary sphere. In later developments, Mark II and Mark III 
as one might say, the vertical shaft was replaced by a chain-drive, 
almost certainly the oldest power-transmitting chain-drive 
known to history. Working models have been buUt of the water¬ 
wheel linkwork escapement which keep good time.2 

The Chinese hydro-mechanical clock thus bridges the gap be¬ 
tween the clepsydra and the weight- or spring-driven clock. It 
was not entirely dependent on the constant flow of a liquid, 
as the clepsydra had been, because its time-keeping properties 
could be adjusted by varying the counter-weights on the weigh¬ 
bridges. As for its first origin, one finds this in a remarkable 

* In this case it was water but in some other medieval Chinese clocks it was 
mercury, which does not freeze 

^ e.g by our collaborator Mr. John Combridge, who demonstrated one first 
at the History of Science Symposium at Worcester College, Oxford, and then 
at the London Planetarium Reception for the Scientific Delegation of Aca¬ 
demia Sinica, in the summer and autumn of 1961. 
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clock built by ihcTantric Budcllii<t monk I-b-iing and an en¬ 
gineer Liang Ling-twn for the T'ang court at the College of 
/Ml Sage^ (one of the imperial institiitct ofhighcr learning) about 
A,i>. 725.’ Tlic tradition lasted on \ecll into the Ming and had 
'till not died out by the time of the Jesuit mission in the seven¬ 
teenth century, 3 thousand years later, when it was replaced by 
the more compact and practical Renaissance clockwork. 

What wa' the significance of all this for Europe ? The astro¬ 
nomical achievements had of course no direct social consequen¬ 
ces; they were simply incorporated into the body of modern 
astronomy, with all that that implied for the profound changes 
in world-outlook which liavc taken place since the seventeenth 
ccnturj’.Thus totlic brc.tk-upof the naive cosmologj'of medieval 
Christendom, seen still in Dante, Chinese influence indirectly 
contributed. We shall see in a moment how it contributed 
directly. Clockwork had more obvious and immediate effects. 
Although the details of any transmission arc still obscure there 
arc pood grounds for thinking that the Chinese water-wheel 
linkts'ork csc.tpemcnt tvas known and used in thirtccnth-ccnturj' 
Europe; at the least there was knowledge that the problem of 
mech3nic.tl time-keeping had in principle been solved. From its 
first European beginnings clockwork generated a type of crafts¬ 
manship tshich together with that of the millwrights was vitally 
important for the development of mechanical and industrial 
production in the posi-Renaissancc period. Moreover the 
mechanical dock c.vcitcd Europeans because it embodied the 
properties of the cosmic models from which it had originated. 
As Lynn Wiitc says in his admirable recent book on the history 
of tcchnologv: 


' TliK cjtin'atc is baseiJ on philological grounds—the similarity of the 
technical terminoloin- u*cd. Bur the imention may well go bact a good many 
ceaturiet earlier if the te.-minologr radically changed, since v.'c ln% c ntimerous 
dneriptjon} of celestial globes sshich sas* that they were accurate]} rotated by 
wjtcr-povrer, but do not gisc details of the mechanism. 
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Suddenly, towards the middle of the fourteenth century, the 
mechanical clock seized the imagination of our ancestors. Something of 
the civic pride which earlier had expended itself in cathedral-building 
was now diverted to the construction of astronomical clocks of outstand¬ 
ing intricacy and elaboration. No European community felt able to hold 
up Its head unless in its midst the planets wheeled in cycles and epi¬ 
cycles, while angels trumpeted, cocks crew, and apostles, kings and pro¬ 
phets marched and countermarched at the booming of the hours' 

Thus the mechanical orreries which had long graced the courts 
of Chinese emperors and princes entered the service of those 
European city-states which were soon to burst through the 
bonds of the feudalism which surrounded them. At the same 
time the uranographic models succeeded to the inheritance of 
Ptolemaic planetary astronomy, which constituted a further 
stimulating challenge to mechanization. Conversely the powered 
models soon became symbols of the implicit tendencies of the 
scientific Renaissance. The explanation of nature in terms of the 
‘analogy of mechanism’ was one of the most fundamental con¬ 
cepts which led to the success of modern science, displacing the 
older analogies derived from organic growth, sympathies and 
antipathies, or human techniques.- Lynn ViTiite goes on to point 
out that just at the time when the problem of mechanical time¬ 
keeping was first solved in Europe a new theory of impetus was 
emerging, transitional between that of Aristotle and the inertial 
motion of Newton. Now 

regularity, mathematically predictable relationships, facts quantita¬ 
tively measurable, were looming larger in men’s picture of the uni- 
terse. And the great clock, partly because its inexorability was so 
playfully masked, its mechanism so humanized by its whimsicalities, 
furnished the picture. It is in the works of the great ecclesiastic and 

’ Medieval Technology and Social Change (Oxford, 1962), p. 124. I cite this 
passage with particular pleasure, having just seen the fourteenth-century 
astronomical clock in the church of St Nicholas at Stralsund. 

^ For a recent and lucid account of this question see Mary Hesse, op. cit., 
pp. 30 ff. 
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iniditrnstictan Nicholas Orwmus who died in 13S2 a< Bishop of 
J.isicui, tluj SVC first find the nicuphor of the tiniverse as a van 
mechanical dr>cl created and set running by God so that ‘all the 
svheeV moi c 3< harmoniously as }>osiil'le’. Iisvas a notion svith a fuiurc: 
cscntually the metaphor became a rnttaphrsics.* 

No more needs to be said, but tv lien to all this one adds the simple 
fact that the measurement of time is one of the handful of abso¬ 
lutely indispensable tool* of modern science, it can be seen that 
1 -h'ing and Su Sung started something. 

It remains i*i justify the statement that China provided a 
direct contribution to the modernization of the world-picture. 
Passing reference has already been made to this (p. 265). 
In brief, the mcdiet,al cosmology of the Cliincsc (including 
Buddhist trends) was far more ‘open’ than tliat of medieval 
Kuropeans. There tvcrc in China three classical astronomical 
cosmologies: the archaic i-«ii t'trr. sky-dome (allied to still older 
Babylonian conceptions), the normal doctrine of the celestial 
sphere (I'un t'im), which did not commit itself to the nature 
of the phenomena beyond their geometrical relationship, and 
thirdly the hsuan ych tlieorj', for which the stars and planets 
were lights of unknown substance floating in infinite empty 
space. This Iasi view was tlie one most commonly held by Chinese 
astronomers in historical times, and it chimed in well enough 
with the infinities of time and space, both great and small, 
pi>stulatcd by Buddhist scientific thinkers. It took untold time 
for an objea thrown from one Buddhist heaven to reach another, 
or to fall to earth; and T‘ang calculations of the eighth cen- 
luiy A.n. cheerfully fixed ancient astronomical events a hun¬ 
dred million years before that time—much in contrast with the 
eighteenth-century European bisliop’s estimate of the date of 
creation as 4004 B.c, at 4 o'clock in the morning. Chinese astro¬ 
nomy had alwavs been equatorial and diurnal, not ecliptic and 
annual, so that it had little of that planetarj' astronomy for 
* Lj na W hiie, op. cit., p. 125, 
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which the Greeks had needed Euclid, but on the other hand this 
brought some compensating advantages—the Chinese never be¬ 
came enamoured of the circle as the most perfect of all geo¬ 
metrical figures, and hence were never the prisoners of the 
concentric crystalline celestial spheres which Westerners had 
found necessary to explain the motion of the planets and the 
apparent rotation of the fixed stars. Hence their influence was a 
liberating one when Europeans were breaking forth from this 
prison. Whether any breath of it reached men such as Giordano 
Bruno and William Gilbert, who attacked the Ptolemaic-Aristo- 
telian spheres before the end of the sixteenth century, we do not 
know, but it is quite sure that fifty years later European thinkers 
who were adopting Copernicanism and abandoning the spheres 
drew much encouragement from the knowledge that the wise 
astronomers of China (Europe’s sinophile period was just be¬ 
ginning) had never had any use for them. 

VI 

It is now time to descend from these high celestial regions and 
to pay attention to some of the more workaday techniques which 
Chinese ingenuity contributed to the rest of the world—the 
stirrup, the efficient equine harnesses, and the simple wheel¬ 
barrow. About the foot-stirrup there has been a great deal of 
discussion, and after it had been attributed on what seemed 
excellent evidence to the Scythians, the Lithuanians, and espe¬ 
cially the Avars, recent critical analysis has ruled in favour of 
China.* Tomb-figures from the Chin Dynasty (a.d. 265-420) 

* See the brilliant and well-documented study of Lynn White, op. cit, 
pp. 2, 14 ff., 28 fl. I cannot accept, however, his cavalier dismissal of the 
evidence of the Wu Liang tomb-shrines (p. 141) dating from a.d. 147; this 
date is not contested by Sinologists and everything depends on the credibihty 
of the rubbings made by the Feng brothers in 1821, for much weathering has 
occurred since their time. In any case this question does not affect the general 
argument. 
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show it clearly (Plate 20), and the first textual description comes 
from very’ link later (4.77)» after which representations become 
numerous. The stimulus was no doubt Indian, mediated through 
Buddhist contacts, rather than nomadic, for the toe-stirrup 
(only useful for unshod riders in a hot climate) appears in 
sculptures at Sanchi and clsewlicre in the second century b.c. 
Foot-stirrups did not appear in the West (or Byzantium) until 
the early eighth century,' but their sociological influence there 
ivas quite extraordinary. ‘Few inventions’, says Lynn White, 
'have been so simple as the stirrup, but few have had so catalytic 
an influence on history'.'* It effected nothing less than the 
application of animal-power to shock combat. The cavalryman 
was welded into a unit with his steed in a ivay which none of 
the Asian mounted archers had ever been, so that he had only 
to guide, rather than to deliver, the blow. Horsemen fighting in 
this new manner with the Carolingian wing-spear, and gradually 
more and more enveloped in protective metal armour, came in 
fact to constitute the familiar feudal chivalry of nearly ten 
European medieval centuries. It may thus be said that just as 
Chinese gunpowder helped to shatter European feudalism at the 
end of this period, Chinese stirrups had originally helped to set 
it up. 

A more intractable problem is why nothing of this kind hap¬ 
pened in China. Once again we face the astonishing stability of 
tiut civilization. So deeply civilian was its ethos that the very 
conception of aristocratic chivalry was perhaps impossible. Per¬ 
haps if the invention had come in the feudal period of the War¬ 
ring States, before bureaucratism really settled into the saddle, 

* Ai ia KQ many other cates the means sshereby the invention came remain 
crmplttely untnosvn. In all such eases the burden of proof dearly lies at the 
door of thwe who would wish to maintain independent invention, and the 
hnper the period elapsing between two appearances of an invention the less 
Urly independent invention is. 

* Op, cit., p. 38, 
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the story might have been very different. It may be that the 
tradition of the mounted archer, adopted already in China as 
early as the fourth century b c., w'as too strong to be overcome. 
Perhaps after all this tradition was fundamentally superior in 
military science, for when the Mongolian cavalry came at last 
face to face with the armoured knights of medieval Europe in 
the thirteenth century, it was not the knights who won the day 
in any battle; the withdrawal of the Mongols from the West was 
due to internal political events rather than occidental resistance. 

Besides originating the foot-stirrup, China was the only 
ancient civilization in which the linkwork problem of efficient 
harness for equine animals was solved.^ Here again the conse¬ 
quences were almost incalculable. Harnessing the bovine animal 
is comparatively easy because the ox is of a very convenient 
anatomical shape. The cervical vertebrae rise in a sort of hump 
which enables the yoke to bear against them. But this will not 
work for horses, donkeys, mules, or any equine animal, such 
vertebral projections being absent. Throughout the centuries 
there have been only three main ways of dealing with this. The 
so-called throat-and-girth harness was characteristic of antiquity 
all over the Old World and lasted in Europe dowm to as late as 
the fifth or sixth century a.d. At the other end of the scale is the 
modern collar harness, a hard part and a soft part being com¬ 
bined in one, and so arranged that the pull comes from the 
sternal region of the horse. In the throat-and-girth harness, on 
the contrary, it came from the back of the horse, occluding the 
trachea and half-choking the animal, which therefore could not 
exert more than a quarter or a third of its tractive power. With 
collar harness whether in traces or shafts it can pull thoroughly 
well. But there is an alternative way of accomplishing this desir- 

^ I can never touch upon these problems without paying a tribute to that 
remarkable man Lefcbvre des hfocttes, who in his classical work L’Attelage et 
le cheval de selle d travers les ages (Paris, 1931) first posed the question of 
the history of harness and its social consequences. 
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able objective, namely to use the breast-stray harnc?', where a 
trace, suspended by a sdthers strap, surrounds tlie animal, thus 
puHinp also from the sternum. 

'Fhe dates of these harness forms arc of course vitally imponant. 


Ancient Kgyptian carvinsTS and Greek 
vase-paintings always show the typi¬ 
cal throat-and-ginh harness; Roman 
sources also.’ 'Hie first representation 
of the breast-strap harness in Europe 
occurs on an Irish monument of the 
tighth century; though there is lin¬ 



guistic evidence that it was knmvn 
among Slavs and Germans a couple 
of centuries earlier- But in China 
we find this very much earlier still. 
Some time between the Slung period 
(<*. I5oo-?I02~ n.c.) and the Ch'in uni¬ 
fication (third century n.c.), prob¬ 



ably during the early Warring States 
period, the breast-nrap harness came 
into uniicrsai use, and one sees it in¬ 
variably in the cam’ngs and moulded 
bricks of the Han Dynasty (206 b.c.- 
A.n. 220), The Wu Liang tomb- 
shrine reliefs of c. A.n. 147 show the 
hreast-strap harness on the chariots 
of the two secretaries and historians 
observing the famous incident of the 
* The HdIcnistJc and Cslhc Roman* jfcni 
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Fic. 24. The three main 
fj stems of crjuinc harnew: 
a. the throat-and-ginh 
hamcis charactcnstic of 


hoaxeter to have caperimenfed with other occj'dcnt,il antiquitj; A. the 
forms of liamefv, most of uhich did not mr- eiricicnt hrcajt-ttrap hamesj 
\ive .Ancient Indian hames* formi arc also of andent China; r. the 
oh.aire. 'Hieie complicated queuioni will he collar hamet* first developed 
found disas«fd in .Vtrw lied Cin/wiirwe iM in earU medieval China 
Citrj, vol. 4, pt. 2, »fct. z~ f. {original diagram). 


Seim* and Chinas 

Battle on the 

early In the toith i^tnry* as we hikifif 
paiatii^. But here again Qbina haapieen^kn#^^ 
hcrat £re$co of 851, the trinrophal 
Tnnhuang, in the ‘inionsai!ui<^ii 4 dS» 4 ^^ 
dearly on five horses in the s]^uE^».<^a.iefie|fi^|s|g 
of the exarch’s omsort (Bate ai). In ansd^s^ll^ 
one can see the toft padded adlarandafi^s»BiMrj^ 
upon it between the shafts. So the collstlfnit^^Mit 
cushion devised to replace the *hsffip* d£ the oat h: 
shaped cross-bar to be placed against it. 'Ihe 0^ 
horses and carts at the Ch*ien-ib-tiing cave-teaipi 
c. 485 to 520, and although they do not shoyr thect 
arrangement is quite dear because the paB koesn 
sternal rsgk»« and without a collar the ^'dke* ms 
stayed in position at aU. Its presence thMeftk 
vsith confidence, A throat-end-girth mmagtmmp 
question partly because the Chinese had dssmdj^^l 
for some dght hundred years, and pardy beeatwe k 
in any civilization combined widi diafts.* 
also excluded partly because no such stn^sxe ip>l) 
the hard part of the collar is. I conmler thereifore d 
fifth-century and early sixth-ctmtury pictures g^ 1 
evidence for collar harness, and betw^ thk 1 


ninth ^tury there are many more ftcseopaihtiB| 
fb-tung of the same kmd.> Fartkolari^ 
that the collar harness used today in KaWpail^ 
llsmiLQuna still comists of two parti, 


fivUnflEn) and a kind of woo^ ftam^ineilrlh^ 

iJlUk t 'Sb - )«• 

Iws 
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v.-hich i; of counc a development of tJjc old cro's-bar 
')'Of.e', and js attached bp cords to the ends of the shafts. One finds 
nso-part collar h.imcs$ also in oilier parts of tlie world, c.g. in 
Spain, where perhaps it is a relict form of what uas brouglit 
bp the Arabs. As for the first origin of the annular cushion, 
philological etidonce indicates that it was taUn from the pack- 
saddle of the Bactrian c.imci. 

When V.C pass from the archaeological origins of efficient 
equine harness to the panorama of effects which its introduc¬ 
tion to the West brought about, we enter a realm alreadp long 
worked over bp occidental historians, and gcnerallp regarded bp 
them as ofthc highest importance for the development of feudal 
(and ultimatelp capitalist) institutions. Drawing again from a 
recent and penctntting studp of Western mcdiev.al tcchnologp, 
we map sap that the general adoption of tlie heavy plough in 
northern Huropc was onlp the first stage in tlie agricultural 
evolution oftlvc carlp Middle Ages; thenext thing w'as to acquire 
such harness as would make the liorse an economic as well as a 
militarp iiSscc.* The horse c.verts no greater tractive force than 
tlie O.V, but its natural speed is so mucli faster that it produces 
50 per cent, more foot-pounds of cnergv' per second; moreover 
it has greater endurance and can work one or two hours longer 
each dap. But ahhoiigli Chinese breast-strap Jiarncss had been 
available from about 700 (if not bp 500 in c.istcrn £urope) and 
Chinese collar harness from about 900, the harnessing of the 
horse to the plough was slow in coming. About 860 King Alfred 
heard with surprise from Ohthcrc that in Norwap what little he 
ploughed he ploughed vvfth horses, but no pictorial evidence is 
available until the Baveux Tapestr}- (c. 1080), bp which time a 

’ Lj-nn White, ep cit, pp. jpff., 6i ff, G/fi. I regrer, however, that J 
cannot accept )iif earliest datinp. for the collar hsrncif In Curopc, nor his 
inierprctationi of the Tonhuang frescoet, the Oieberg tapestij, the Sueduh 
'horje-co’larf, and other thinps view* are set forth in Science and Ciulaa- 
fis'! s« China, !oc. cir, 

sntii 


T 
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number of texts confirm it. Efficient equine harness was asso¬ 
ciated with many changes, including crop rotation and a great 
improvement of the nutritional level of man and beast, but here 
we can only look at two social effects. One was a marked decrease 
m the expense of land haulage so that cash-crop produce could 
travel far more effectively than before; and a considerable tech¬ 
nical development in transport vehicles, notably four-wheeled 
wagons and carriages with improved pivoting front axles, brakes, 
and eventually springs. The other was more sociological, a proto¬ 
urbanization of rural settlement. Since the horse could move so 
much faster than the ox, the peasant no longer had to live in 
close proximity to his fields, and thus villages grew at the expense 
of hamlets, small towns at the expense of villages. Naturally life 
was more attractive in the larger units; they were more defen¬ 
sible, they could support bigger and better churches, schools, 
and inns, and commercial facilities penetrated more easily to 
them If they grew enough they might hope for a charter. They 
were in fact the precursors of those urban units later on to 
be paramount in European culture. Thus by an extraordinary 
paradox the inventions of a feudal-bureaucratic civilization to 
which the city-state conception was quite foreign reinforced the 
intrinsic tendencies within Western feudalism towards a city- 
state culture which would in time generate an entirely new' form 
of social order. 

Why did none of these effects happen in China ? In the first 
place there w'ere no city-state traditions, and any tendency to 
agglomeration only gave rise to another administrative centre 
held for the emperor by civil and military authority. More 
important, in at least half the country neither ox nor horse but 
the w'ater-buffalo w'as the essential plough animal, and there w'as 
no substitute for it in wet rice cultivation until today’s petrol 
tillers. The entire agricultural picture w'as so different that horse 
harness could not affect it in the same way. Transport over land 
it did affect, but relatively little because China, at any rate since 
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the Han period, had depended for communications primarily on 
fit cr< and canah. In miliiarj' afiairs also the canals and irrigation 
ditches made the Chinese countrpidc unsuitable for cavalry ss ar- 
farc, as many a nomadic leader from the Tohas to the Mongols 
found out TO hi' cost. 'Hie horse was thus at a disadvantage in 
Chinese condition', and though always a factor to be reckoned 
with, could not affect the life of the culture as profoundly as 
it did in Europe. 

We can dispose of the wheelbarrow in a single paragraph .\’o 
pictorial or other ctidcncc of it is known In Europe before the 
thirteenth century, at which time it doubtless plajed its part in 
the building of the great medieval cathedrals. In China, how- 
c\cr, it is associated with the famous Shu general of the Three 
Kingdoms period, Chu-ko Liang (third century s.n.), who used 
it for supplying his armies; hut philological ctidcncc of some 
weight takes the wheelbarrow back to the middle of the Han 
period, i.c, the beginning of our era. The replacement of one 
pair of hands at the end of a hod or stretcher by a wheel would 
seem to be a piece of mcchani/aiion so absurdly simple that all 
cit ili/ations would hat c had it from the earliest times, hut this is 
not the ease. Nor is the implicit picture of its ctolution justified, 
for the wliccl of the Chinese wheelbarrow was not most typically 
at one end, it was rather in the centre, thus suggesting that the 
invention wa' modelled upon the pack animal. Again comes the 
paradox that China, where labour-power is alwat's supposed 
to have been so abundant, should base been the region where 
the intention arose. In Europe it may be counted among the 
huinhlcr machines of the Renaissance, and it undoubtedly aided 
the industries then dc\ eloping, but in Chjn.a it is difficult to 
point to any di'turbing increase in transportation ficilitics which 
it assisted. A suh'idiary point is abo of interest; at some time as 
yet undetermined the Chinese fitted wheelbarrows with masts 
and sail*, thus inspiring a famous stanza of John Milton, xvho 
spoke of.. the barren plaincs Of Sericana, where Chineses drive 
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With sails and wind their canie waggons light’. This embodied 
the misunderstanding that four-wheeled sailing-carriages were 
involved, an idea which flourished in the ornamentation of many 



^ mirum^ens cjJtiuyJiim in^enu 
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Fig 25. Gerard Mercator’s representation of a Chinese 
land-sailing carriage (a.d. 1613). 


sixteenth-century Western atlases, and directly inspired the 
Dutch physicist and engineer Simon Stevin to his successful 
experiments with sailing-carriages upon the sandy beaches of 
northern Holland. These it was which first demonstrated to 
Europeans that it was possible for human beings to travel at 
forty miles or more an hour without perceptible harm, and thus 
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t!ie' iiiint,' v.ijcclbsrrowi of Kiangsi uith their load? of porcdaui 
from Ching-tc-chen, Though making no panicuhir impression in 
their ov,n country, struck the imagination of the initiators of 
tliat modern science whicli before long v.as destined to make 
atropbnts fly at four hundred, or rockets (also of Chinese 
ance-tri) at four thousand, miles an hour. 


\ It 

We come now to the second group of technological inven¬ 
tions which desene attention. A mystery surrounds the origin 
of rotary milling and tlie application of water-power to rotary 
milling, for both these procedures, fundamental in the history of 
engineering, appear at about the same time in China and tlie 
We^t. One can onlv assess the fourth to the second century b.c. 
a< tlie focal period for the former technique, but for the latter 
wc liat e rather accurate datings. The first water-mill in the West 
belonged to Mithridates, king of Ponttis, about 65 b.c,; the first 


Dnnptij'; cj I'ljif aa 

In the tradition of all Chinese paintert. tliis artiit worked not from the 
lift, Inil in tranquil recollection, hence not being a millwright, he confujcd 
paddle-wheels with gear-whecl< Xctcrthelcij, it is clear that a number of 
dilTemit inachinea were powered in this null bw two large horizontal wafer- 
vslireh (centre and right lower compartments) The left upper compirtmcnt 
ihows right-angle gearing, probabh working a batterj- of trip-haminerj. 'llie 
centre upper compartment hai the main null-stones and an edge-runner 
mill in front of the staircase The tight upper compartment ha= a curious 
contraption almo't cert.iinK to be interpreted as an attempt to draw from 
ninnorytbec-ank,connecting-rod,and pi<ton-roJ combination,i e the water- 
postered rccipracator(cf I'lg 27). working a flour-sifter, perhaps the latticed 
cupboard ‘cen at the back of it. The left and cent-e lower compartments 
i]\o\\ a number of badh drawn gear-wheels, both horizontallc and serticalh 
njous'ted, the e'cact purpo'e and conise'cion of which is not clear; but in the 
riclil lower compartment the artist has drawn a gear-wheel of tub t'npe, 
eqtulh isolated but with adtmrabh dc-igned short pinion teeth, thus retea’- 
("g to us the we^!-sU^ eloped technique of the Vuan nnlhvrighti. 
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Chinese water-mills appear about 30 b.c. for working cereal trip¬ 
hammer stamp-mills, about a.d. 30 for blowing metallurgical 
bellows. The difference in date is much too small for direct 
diffusion in cither direction and strongly suggests diffusion in 



Fig. 26 Rotary w innowing-fan .ns depicted 

in the Nnug shn (a.d. 1313), prototype of tJie form later 
V, idel) used in Europe. 


both directions from some intermediate source, but we still have 
no knowledge of what and where this was. Whether the most 
ancient Western water-mills were vertical (i.c. ‘Vitruvian’, with 
right-angle gearing) or horizontal (‘Norse’) we do not know, nor 
do we know this for China either, save that the shaft which 
worked the machinery wdth its lugs must surely have been 
horizontal. 

Still more fundamental was the invention of the crank or 
eccentric, and here China’s ‘legacy’ comes in fortissimo. For after 





f 


il.in Dymsty (llr^t contiir\ ii.c. or \.i» ) tomb niotJcl ^bowing rotir\ null, pccJjl liU-Inmnicr, ind ,i rot.irv 
uinno\virip;-fin uorkctl uith n cnmk inmllc; the oIclr<t rcprcHntitmn of cmnV tn .in\ ci\ili7i(ion 
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tlTC rather uncertain type? of crani deserted by some in ancient 
Epyptian drillinp-tools, the oldest sure examples occur on Han 
Dvna'ty terracotta modcE of farmyards which include rotary- 
fan v-innouintr-machincs ttorhed by crank handles (Plate 23).* 
The oldest European appearance follows after a long period, 
crank handles for whetstones in the ninth-century Utrecht 
Psalter.^ Such an invention is too basic, and at the same time 
too simple, to leave much trace of its ancient travels, but as a 
contribution of Chinese technique to that of the Old World as 
a whole it can hardly be surpassed in importance. In fifteenth- 
century Europe it generated the crankshaft, a development 
which in China did not occur, but meanwhile tlic complete 
morphology of the reciprocating steam-engine had been per- 
fet ted there. This requires a little e,xplanation. 

Besides the crank, another basic machine had been in use in 
China since Han times, namely the double-acting pi.«ton bel¬ 
lows. There can be little doubt that the vciy early success of 
Chinese iron and steel technology had been partly due to this 
machine, which gave a strong and continuous blast. In addi¬ 
tion, the horironial water-wheel was early in use. TIicsc were 
the components from vvhicli one of tlic most important 
ancestor.? of tJic steam-engine, the hydraulic blower, was con¬ 
stituted, It involved a primary problem of the kinematics of 
machinery. 

For all modern men the most obvious way of converting 
rotary to longitudinal motion is to use the crank or eccentric, 

* Ctittcal anahsb new <li*nii«jc‘ the bailing chain-pump crank handle 
claimed for the firjt-ccntury ship' of l.aVc Ncmi; and though certain parages 
in Oribinu' and even ArchimedeJ mat appear to imply the Inonledge and 
use of if, the philological ctidcncc lias not yet been forth in convincing 
tletai}. 

•* ’llic quern with upftanding handle constituted of course a primitive form 
of cranl', but hand-mills of this kind do not antedate the fourth century in 
Europe, though thej arc knos'Tt from the Ilan period in China (and n c.~ 
*.t>. sao). 
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the connecting-rod and the piston-rod—a simple geometrical 
combination which needs only suitable jointing and the main¬ 
tenance of the piston-rod in a straight line at the end of its back- 
stroke by means of cross-heads or otherwise. Leonardo da Vinci 



Fig 27 Water-powered blowing-engine {shui-p'ai, or water-powered reci- 
procator) for blast-furnaces and forges as depicted in the Nmtg shti (ad. 1313) 
This is the earliest appearance of the conversion of rotary to longitudinal 
motion by crank, connecting-rod, and piston-rod, hence the inverted pre¬ 
decessor of the reciprocating steam-engine. Motive power is provided bj a 
horizontal water-wheel with a flywheel above it 

used this system in a saw-mill design towards the end of the 
fifteenth century in the West, but before his time it cannot 
be found in Europe. Where one must look for it is at the 
other end of the Old World, in China, for it appears com¬ 
plete already in 1313 in the agricultural engineering treatise 
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nf Wang Chen, describe* it in the form of mctsiJurpicr.! 
hcilor.-* v.orlcd hv -.vatcr-power. A horizontal watcr-v.hce] 
drivet 3 fijn-Jied on the ramc rhaft .-bn-.c it, and this in turn 
rotates by mean' of a belt-drive a small pulley bearing an 



I'jo. a''. Walrr-ponerctJ trtoJc .maciiinert (ipinnlnp madi.'nc, /a ftinq 
cFf) at dfpicstd in t 5 ir iVnr- jf-ii (a i>. i.ti ;) The pietiirc on the richt 
inu<tratc« the tcrticaJ ater-«heel-sthich provide* the motive power. 


eccentric lug; this tlsen tv oris connccting-rod and piston- 
rod, wlsich arc joined by m«ns of .a bell-cr.ank rocUng 
lever, 'nms the entire structure of the reciprocating steam- 
engine is prefigured in advance, but of course in reverse, for 
instead ol the piston with its rectilinear motion affording the 
power-source and driving the whcch, the hitter, with their 
rotart' motion, drive the piston. Since this engine was in com¬ 
mon and wiaespread use when Wang Chen was writing towards 
the close of the thirlcentli century, it is vert' unlikely to hate 
originaicsi less than a century or so beforehand, and one may 
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therefore confidently say that the crank, the piston-bellows, and 
the w'atcr-whecl met together to produce the steam-engine’s 
anatomy in the Northern Sung. Water-power w'as also wddely 
used in China at this time for driving textile machinery. I think 
it can hardly be a coincidence that one of Wang Chen’s exact 
contemporaries was Marco Polo, wdio was in China while he was 
w'riting, or at least meditating, his Nvngsbu-, and since we find 
very soon afterwards at cities such as Lucca in Italy silk filatures 
using machinery closely similar to that of China, the presump¬ 
tion is that one or other of the European merchants who 
travelled East in those days brought back the designs in his 
saddle-bags. 

We have just mentioned silk, and we have also just mentioned 
driving-belts. There is a more than superficial connexion be¬ 
tween them. 'Phe domestication of the silkworm and the de¬ 
velopment of the silk industry had taken place at least as early 
as the Shang period, in the fourteenth century B.c., and this 
meant that the Chinese alone were in possession of a textile fibre 
of extremely long staple. The average length of a single con¬ 
tinuous strand of silk amounts to several hundred yards, not at 
all like a shoit plant fibre such as flax or cotton, with a staple 
measurable in inches, which has to be pulled out and spun to¬ 
gether to form the yarn. The silk is wound off from the cocoons 
almost by the mile, and its tensile strength (some 65,000 lb. per 
sq. in.) far exceeds that of any plant fibre, approaching the level 
of engineering materials. One can thus begin to understand how' 
it was that the Chinese were so successful in the invention of 
textile machinery long in advance of other parts of the world 
Let us consider, for instance, the sao cV'e or silk-winding 
machine. A text of .\.d. 1090, the T/am shu, by Ch‘in Kuan, 
describes it \ cry clearly. The silk is loosened and Avound off from 
the cocoons in the hot w'ater bath; the fibres come up through 
little guiding rings and arc laid down on a great reel. This is 
W’orked by a treadle, but its shaft carries also a pulley AAith a 
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driving'hch wliidi v-orls an ccccniric lui? nn another policy 
hack and forth, and thi« in turn operates a ramping-arm to lay 
dot'i'n the ‘ilk evenly on the ____ 


reel. kVc tJiu' 1)3VC one <<f the 
fimplc't forms of'lher'.Thi' 
iv a very important machine 
from 5cvcr.il points of view, 
partly l)cc.iu«c it cmhodics 
3 convcrsit)n of rotary to 
longitU(lin.il motion (though 
without the piston-rod com¬ 
ponent) and partly because it 
is such an early example of 
the simultaneous combina¬ 
tion of motions, one povver- 
sovircc supplying both.' 

'Hie spinning-wheel is 
another example, better 
known, of the driving-belt. 
We do not yet know whether 
it took its origin in India, 
where cotton vva* indigenous, 
.T< h the usual view, or 
whether it did not rather 
ari'c 3$ a quilling-wheel for 
winding silk on reels in the 
Chinese culture-area, this 
apparatus being detectable in 
litcr.ary sources as far back at tl 



Tie. 39 Sill-Tctling mJcUine (idoc/'V), 
«icjcril'«J in the TiVn (a.h 109?) 
.\n c.irl\ form of Uver i« worled In- tc~ 
centric and driving-brk from the ti-.iin 
reel iJic motive power a trcvillc 
cfanl ‘sening-maciiine’ drive. 

e llan, and pictured in 1210. The 


’ Tiie example of f!ii» unuiiv given {cf, I.vnn Wiiite, op. cit., p. 119) is 
the san-iri)! of Viliird dc Honnecourt, c. titj. where the n-atcr-vhcc! not 
oith powered the cxcorrion of tlic 'jw but al'o av.'urcd the feed of tlic wood. 
The tiJl-reeling machine U older hv at lea«t two centunet I'tir we do not 
Inow wiien it was f.rri worked bv animal- or water-power. 
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latter is more than possible,' for our oldest picture of a spin- 
ning-\\heel from any civilization is in a Sung painting of 1270, 
some time (though not perhaps very long) before the first 
pAiropean evidence (Plate 24). In many Chinese forms the belt 
runs over three spindles at one time, and the wheel is driven by a 
treadle with a strange kind of universal joint. Apart from te.xtual 
references to spinning-wheels near 1300 the first illustrations of 
driting-belts in Europe come in the fifteenth-century German 
military engineering manuscripts. Inhere is thus a considerable 
priority for this essential form of pow’er transmission in Chinese 
culture, and as usual no good reason for thinking that it was 
iinented later in Europe independently. If then it is true that 
dri\ ing-belts began among Chinese artisans it would not be at all 
surprising that power-transmitting chain-drives should also be 
found early among them. And indeed we have already seen 
precisely this, the cliain-drive in the late eleventh-century 
monumental astronomical clocks of Su Sung (p. 264), probably 
not new with him but going back at least as early as the similar 
clockwork of Chang Ssu-hsiin a hundred years before. Endless 
chains had of course been well knowm to the /Vlexandrian 
mechanicians of the first century b.c., but they w'ere never con¬ 
tinuously power-transmitting, and generally more like conveyor- 
belts. 

The effects of all these inventions and engineering solutions on 
the technology of post-Renaissance Europe are self-evident, and 
the only question the reader w'ill ask is why they did not lead to a 
similar upsurge of industrialism in China. Here the answ'cr can 
only be a part of the general observation that Europe had a 
capitalist revolution (or rather a series of them) and that China 
did not. Technical novelty alone could no more bring about a 

' One must not think that the spinning-wheel necessarily arose in con- 
nc.xion with short-staple te.xtilc fibres, for the Chinese, who never wasted 
anything, used it for spinning silk from wild or broken cocoons, and thej may 
well hate done this far back into antiquity. 
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fundamental chanpc in the structure of society than mercantile 
activity alone or social criticism alone. Something beyond that, 
tome complc.': of prior conditions, not analysablc by us here, 
v.oiild hate been necessary in China if the inventions of her 
hriiiiant technicians w ere to hat c c.\crtcd their full effects within 
her borders. As it was they spread out all over the world as part 
of her ‘Jcgact 


vm 

The tiiird group of technological advances centres upon the 
in.i«tcr} of iron and steel, but leads us into other fields, some 
r.«hcr unc.xpcctcd, such as bridge-building and deep drilling. 
Optimi'tic American writers of the Jules ^Trne era were fond of 
reicrring proudly to the then modern world as the Iron Age, 
'.then the ‘iron hone’ galloped across the prairies and ‘ironclads’ 
began to plough the seas. They would have been surprised to 
learn that there had been a previous iron age, but not in Europe, 
rather in medieval China.’ Until the end of the fourteenth cen- 
lur)* no European had ever seen a pig of cast iron, yet the 
mastery of the molten metal had already been achieved in 
Chinese culture some eighteen centuries before. Of all our para¬ 
doxes this is perhaps the most extraordinary, namely that 
advanced iron-worhing, so deeply characteristic of developing 
c.ipitalist industrialism in the West, should have existed for so 
many centuries within Chinese bureaucratic feudalism without 
upsetting it.- 

Iron itself was a relatively late introduction to China, datable 
in the sixth century b c. or so. a long time after its twelfth- 
century n c. discovery by the Hittites in western Asia Minor. 

’ 1 he re.ider referred to the monograph bj J Needham,Tf-e Dnclopy-ent 

Ircr erj X.vr/ Tfctrc'Iosiy in .■Inctcft ari McJif.tn:! tttrrf (I.ondon, 1958, 
repr. Citnbndce, 19')4) (Dic 1 .m<on Lecture). 

* See a recent ir.terc'tmg piper bi R. llirtweil, Revolntion in the Chinese 
iron and Coal Indiieric* during the Northern Sung Dina<t) (96c to iiifi)’, 
.tiuin S: tSifi, vol. xvi (loGa). p. 1 jt 
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But the remarkable thing is that the Chinese could cast it almost 
as soon as they knew about it at all. Within two or three cen¬ 
turies the wrought iron of bloomery furnaces was giving place to 
cast iron. Among the reasons for this rapid advance we must 
undoubtedly number the double-acting piston-bellows giving its 
continuous blast (already mentioned), perhaps also the presence 
of ores with high phosphorus content, which allows the melting 
of iron at a temperature about 200° less than otherwise. Besides, 
one must never forget that the Chinese had been perhaps the 
greatest bronze-founders of all antiquity, so that much furnace 
experience, drawn not only from them but from their prede¬ 
cessors the potters, lay at the disposal of the first iron-masters.' 
Furthermore, good refractory clay was available, so that a way of 
reducing iron ore in crucibles stacked in coal was used at an early 
date, certainly not later than the fourth century a.d. Archaeo¬ 
logical excavations have brought to light quantities of cast-iron 
tools from the fourth century b.c. omvards, and these arc now to 
be found in many museums in China—hoes, ploughshares, picks, 
axes, swords, and the like. Remarkable cast-iron moulds hate 
also been found in tombs dating from the late Warring States 
period, though whether they were used to make cast-iron im¬ 
plements or to cast bronze ones is not yet certain. One or two 
reliefs of Han date (r. 100 b c.-a.d. ioo) remain tvhich give an 
idea of the primitive blast-furnaces and bellows used in those 
ancient times. Our earliest picture of the characteristic small 
Chinese blast-furnace comes from the Ao-p‘o t’'u-yung~ of 1334, 

' See N. Bernard, Bro>izc~Casting and Bronze Alloys in Ancient China 
(Canberra and Tokyo, 1961) {hlonumenta Scrica, monograph senes no 14) 
Bernard doubts the very e.xistencc of a bloomery stage of wrought-iron pro¬ 
duction before the appearance of iron-casting, and it is true that traces of 
the earlier phase (naturally assumed in parallelism with development clse- 
w'here) are scarce, nevertheless they occur 

^ ‘The Boiling Down of the Sea’, a treatise on the salt industry by Ch'en 
Ch'un. There was always a close connexion between salt and iron, partly 
because in the ancient world of self-sufficient local communities these were 
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and the hcjt-lnowTi one occur*, in tiie T^tm-hnig k‘ai-ii'u' 
of 1637. Thc^e ilUi5trations show the iron flowing out from 
theWaJl-fumacc and being conducted to the puddling platform 
for conversion into wrought iron. Such small blast-furnaces 
lasted down in many rural districts into the present century, 
and photographs of them, as al<o of the crucible method, are 
aratlablf. 

Many objects both inside and outside museums testify to the 
great use made of iron in ancient and medieval China. Han 
Statuettes and vessels beautifully cast in iron have long been 
Inown. Then there arc the famous funerary kitchen stoves of the 
'Hircc Kingdoms period (the third century .a.d.), the material of 
which fir.'t awakened Western archaeologists to the ancient 
character of the cast iron industrv' in China. Nc.\t come many 
Buddhist statues cast between tlic fourth and the eighth cen¬ 
turies, often dated, and showing great skill and artistic taste on 
the part of the craftsmen who made them. The great Hon of 
Ts‘ang-chou, a monument about thrice the height ofa man, and 
one of the largest iron ca«iings in the world, was set up in 
A.n. 954 by Kuo Jung, one of the Northern Chou emperors, to 
commemOMte hh victor}- over the Liao (Ch‘i-tan) Tartars. In 
the Sung a number of cast-iron pagodas were erected, at least two 
of whicli still exist complete today (Plate 25). In the Ming the 
temples at tlie top of the sacred mountain T‘ai-shan were roofed 
entirely with cast-iron tiles, to withstand the gales that sweep 
across the summit. All these were peaceful uses. But iron and steel 
had of counc been the basis of the successes of Chinese arms 
through the ages, whetlier in the repulsion of the Huns or the 

»l,e tuo prwt commodities uliich could be produced onN .st particul.ir 
phc« and bad to be tratwpoued, beqcc tbor ‘narioaaliz.stion’ in Han times; 
partly aim becau<e the evaporation of the concentrated brine needed large 
C 35 !-iron pans, 

* ’The I.vploitatmn of the tVods of Vaturc’. .-i general description of 
tecJmology and jndujfrj- b> China a Diderot, Sung Vtng-hiing. 




30 Traditional blast-furnace in operation, showing the double-action piston-bellows (here 
iially operated), the tapping of the cast iron, and its conversion to wrought iron, with use 
of silica, on the fining platform From the T'len-kung (a d 1637) 
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jspncfc, or the conqucfts of Sinkianc or Tibet. Protective 
armour developed more for ships ilian for men, rcachintj 
.ipopcc in the fleets ofarmoiircd vessdi under the Korean admiral 
Yi Sunsin {»585-95). Ahhouch it still remain.^ undemonstrated, 
we c.-in now appreciate better the v,cipht of probability which 
f«p;rc,<ts tliat ilic first iron-barrel cannon were Chinese (cf. 
p. 248 above). 

Steel production hageed in no way behind that of iron. In the 
carlicn times steel may h.asc been made by the cementation 
process of the .ancient West, wrouplit iron being heated in cliar- 
coal tog,iin the necessary carbon; but a< soon as c.a>t iron became 
abundant tt proved more convenient to ovjgcnate the product 
tarefuliy (refining, as it was called in ibc West), stopping at the 
st.igc of steel, with its intermediate carbon content. Then in the 
sixth century a.d, came the ingenious invention of the co-fusion 
process (the ancc.<tor of the Siemens-Martin open hearth of to¬ 
day), probably dne to .1 Taoist swordsmith Ch'i-wu Huai-wen; 
here nrought-iron billets and cast-iron chips were heated to¬ 
gether in .1 special furn.ice, ’I'lic cast iron melted and bailicd the 
pasty masses of wrought iron so tltat an interchange of carbon 
took place, and, upon forging, good eutccroid steel was obtained 
So persistent (indeed because so cftcctivc) hate been some of the 
ancient Chinese technical procedures that I mvsclf was able to 
see in 1958 in Sjcchwan a closch simii.tr dcritativc process still 
successfully .at work. 

Sidcrurgic.i] skill h.id a number of important technical con¬ 
sequences in ancient and rncdictal China. 'Hie availability of 
excellent wTought-iron cliains suggested their use for a funda¬ 
mental improt cmeni of the suspension bridges of bamboo cables 
by means of which since ancient times many of the rners flow¬ 
ing through r.i\incs in western China had been crossed by the 
main lines of communication, 'file textual and archaeological 
evidence available indicates that it w.is in the Sui Dvna'ty 
(\.v. 589-61S) that iron-ciiain suspension bridges first sp.- 5 nned the 

tzmi V 
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necessary 200-300 ft. gaps, but there can be no doubt whatever 
that these bridges were common during the Sung, Yuan, and 
hling periods. The first proposal in Europe was made by the 
engineering bishop Faustus Verantius about 1595, but no suc¬ 
cessful bridge tvas built until the middle of the eighteenth 
century (1741). It is exceedingly likely that Verantius had heard 
of the Chinese bridges from the early Portuguese travellers, and 
it is certain that Fischer von Erlach who described and recom¬ 
mended them in 1725 drew from Chinese sources. 

Iron entered into bridge construction in yet another manner, 
also (and stiU more certainly) attested for the Sui period. This 
was the time of activity of a very brilliant engineer Li Clfun, 
who first threw across a river valley a segmental arch bridge with 
relieving arches in the spandrels (Plate 26). This superb struc¬ 
ture, which still exists at Chao-hsien, and has recently been 
thoroughly repaired, resembles nothing so much as the bold 
railway bridges in stone or reinforced concrete constructed since 
the seventies of the last century; and with its group of similar 
structures in North Cliina must surely have exerted an influence 
on the builders of the first segmental arch bridges of Europe, tlie 
Ponte Vecchio at Florence (1345) and its successors. Li Ch'un’s 
audacious design was assisted by the use of iron clamps between 
the stones of the twenty-five parallel arches of ■which the bridge 
vault was composed. 

The connexion bctw'een iron and salt has already been noted; 
large cast-iron pans were needed for the evaporation of the brine. 
But there was another more curious link. At an early time it was 
found that Szechrvan province, a couple of thousand miles away 
from the sea, possessed great stores of natural brine and natural 
gas in pockets far below the surface of the red-earth basin. The 
e.xploitation of this began at least from the beginning of the Han 
period (second century b.c ), as w’c know both from textual and 
archaeological evidence (moulded bricks); and a limiting factor 
here which soon permitted the drilling of deep bore-holes as far 
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3? 2.030 ft. wss the a\ajia!ij!ttr of good ■steel for the hits 
and drillinj; tooh, TJic method of drilling ha? often been dc- 
fcrihctl; a group of mm jump on .ind off a hcatn to give an up- 
and-dor.n mot tinent, hilc .it tl\c ?.injc time the drilling c.iblc h 



rjtv. ti. 'I'fr ftvlmujiic of Jeep drilliflFpractocd in f'?cc!nean province from 
Uan lime* onward for olit.aining brine and natural ctn Here the jint 
Icnijthrned hamhoo «pc.ir or haft of the drillmp-tool bcinp cautiovidy 
lowered during driifinp operation* {T'tfn-ktmg S‘at-t:u. a.o. jOtp) 

rotated by anotlicr. When the bore-hole is completed, a process 
that may t.ahc several yc.irs, a long b.amboo tube with .a \ahe is 
sent dotvn to .act a* a bucket and bring up the brined The natural 
gas, collected from other bore-holes, is used for the evapora¬ 
tion.'riierc c,in belittle doubt that knowledge of these method* 
jpre.td from China to inspire the drilling of the first artesian 
well near Lillers in 1126, and there is none at all that the first 

* Xote c.nw again the greit value fo* Cliincie technology of the natural 
tube comtituted by the bamboo. 
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petroleum wells in America’s south-western states were drilled 
by the ancient Chinese method, there known as ‘kicking her 
down’. 

Putting these facts together, we have only to add the certainty 
that cast iron began to flow from the first blast-furnaces in 
Europe in the neighbourhood of 1380, mostly in Flanders and 
the Rhineland, and we know also that one of the great urges for 
the adoption of this new technique was the desire to cast iron 
cannon. In view of the long prior history of iron, and especially 
of iron-casting, in China, I am not disposed to entertain any 
belief in an independent invention in Europe; at the same time 
we still know little or nothing of the intermediaries through 
which the knowledge and experience came. One suspects the 
Turks, with whom some of the earliest European iron-masters 
had studied, as also the Persians, but nothing very definite can 
be said. The other outstanding problem of course is how it was 
possible for Chinese administration to be so stable in the pres¬ 
ence of a metal which had such earth-shaking effects in Europe. 
To begin with we must remember that Chinese iron-working 
preceded by some time the first unification of the land into a 
single empire in the third century b.c. ; the state of Ch‘i had 
waxed wealthy on iron (as well as salt), but the state of Ch‘in, 
which conquered all the other states, probably had a metallur¬ 
gical policy more strictly directed to its military use. Iron has 
been called by ancient historians of the West ‘the democratic 
metal’, ^ for its widely distributed ores could be acquired and 
used by city-states and peasant barbarians alike against the older 
unified monarchies. Since iron w'as much superior to bronze for 
weapons this was a grave matter. But in East Asia the whole 
city-state conception was quite foreign to Chinese culture, and 
the unified Ch‘in empire simply took over the bureaucratic anti- 
aristocratic anti-mercantile ethos which had already grovra up 

' Cf. V. Gordon Childe, What Happened in History (London, 1942; 
American ed. 1946), p 176. 
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within the so-called feudal states. At the same time the barbarian 
tribes both \rithin and witliout the empire were kept under 
control, until the fourth century. The ‘nationaliration’ of iron 
(as well as salt, fermented beverages, 5 .C.) which had been dis¬ 
cussed in Ch‘i* became a reality under the stable dynasty of 
the Han, and about 120 n.c. all iron production wa« carried on 
in forty-nine gotcrnmcnt factories scattered throughout the 
empire.* Though this w.is freed in later dynasties, and although 
doubtless in times of partition certain states benefited from iron 
and steel supplies which others did not have, inditidual iron¬ 
masters were no more in a po'^ition than any other merchant- 
entrepreneurs to challenge the otcrwhclmingly bureaucratic 
domination of the scholar-gentry. .And tin’s was just as true after 
the invention of gunpowder as it had been before. In a word, HLc 
the Icgcndaiy ostrich, Chinese culture could digest cast iron and 
remain unperturbed thereby; Europe’s indigestion amounted 
to a metamorphosis. 


IX 

The la't group of technical innotations to be considered is 
connected with the sea. All too unjustly hate the Chinese been 
dubbed a non-maritime people. Their ingenuity manifested it¬ 
self in nautical matters just as much as elsewhere, the number 

‘ Cf. T‘*n ?o-fu, We.T Kung-wen. Huso Kung-chOan, and I.. MatcricJ;, 
Ecfii’iic Diah^ues tn Arcient Chna: SeUctianj fror- ite Kuan 7zu Book 
{Kc« Hat ft), 1954). 

* Eten'one iliould read the 7 Vb tUrb lun (•Dltcours'-j on Salt and Iron'), 
anitttn ba Hiian K'lian in c. Ss A.n.. for a partial tranitation bj E. M. Gale 
hai long been available (I.eiden, 1951). ^tdditional chapters «ere Irandated 
bv K. M Gale, P, A. Boodberg. and T. C- I.in in yearn. Roy. Aiiat. 
{Xertb China Brand-), aol. lea {1954). p. 73 It is the almost aetbatim repo't 
of a disaitnon between feudal-minded Confuaan «diotars and butcaucraiic 
ofheiat? concerning the 'naiionalited' indu-tnes. Some of the peoblcm* raised, 
such as that of itas'darditatlon of spare parts, have an rxtraordinanlv modem 
nVg. Tor .a further cor".mcniarj see Chang Chun-ming in Cbitsae Seaal end 
Pehiical Rrrino, vol. yvaii (tpti), p. 1 . 
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of their vessels on the inland waters was found by medieval and 
Renaissance Western merchants and missionaries almost beyond 
belief, and their sea-going navy was assuredly the greatest in the 
world between iioo and 1450. 

It all began with the bamboo, the buoyancy of which was soon 
found useful for the construction of vessels. The bamboo sailing- 
raft, still characteristic of the South China and Indo-Chinese 
coasts and Taiwan, is very ancient in date; indeed it has been 
important in fishing and trading for nearly three millennia. 
According to a generally accepted opinion, all ship-building in 
the Western world derived from the dug-out canoe, strakes 
being built up on each side of it to obtain the wooden ship 
(whether carvel or clinker) with keel, stem-post, and stern-post. 
None of these parts exists in the typical Chinese ship {ch‘nan, 
hence the word ‘junk’), which seems to have grown up rather 
in the form of a rectangular box based on the original bamboo 
raft. The box shape with transom stem and stern is profoundly 
characteristic of the junk. Hence arose the segmental construc¬ 
tion, the hold being divided by transverse bulkheads These 
watertight compartments were, we know, adopted in European 
shipping in the early nineteenth century with full consciousness 
of the prior Chinese practice. From the square-ended transom 
stern another remarkable consequence followed. Although there 
is no stern-post, the aftermost member, or nearly aftermost 
member, of the bulkhead scries, being vertical, permitted the 
attachment of a ‘stern-post’ rudder Some years ago, my col¬ 
laborators and I built up an elaborate argument from textual 
sources showing that the stern-post rudder originated in the 
Chinese culture-area. This conclusion was then strikingly con¬ 
firmed by the excavation of model ships in terracotta from 
tombs in Canton belonging to the first century b c. and the first 
century a n , as we saw to our delight when visiting the museum 
there in 1958 (Plate 27). The stern-post rudder then first appears 
in Europe about 1180, a time almost exactly identical with the 
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appearance and adopiion of the rnapneuc compa'-s slicrc. Of the 
ohvinu' importance of the latter for the dheoterr of the mate 
round Africa and the v.ai to the New World we have already 
■eprAtn in connexion with Trancit Bacon’^ aphorism (pp. 242,256), 
Init nautical hi'^ton’rins aprcc that the former can hate been no 
Icrs important. 

5o far we li.i\c spoken of structure and guidance, but pro¬ 
pulsion i? equally important. It is tvonli emphasi/ing that all 
Chinese history knows nothing of the multi-oared slate-manned 
galicVvS of the Mediterranean, so prominent in Renaissance as 
well as Greek sea liistory. Though it is true that the hauling or 
‘tracking’ of ships up the great rivers and through the rapids was 
done in all ages hy gangs of pullers (free men, nevertheless, in so 
far as anyone in fcudal-burcaurratic clan-farnily society could he 
called free), hy and large the universal method <i{ propulsion, 
from thcTung-t‘ing lake to Zanzibar, was sail. Moreotcr, apart 
from the sprit-sail, which seems to have been used occasionally 
in the Hellenistic world, Chinese waters saw the first fore-and- 
afr sails in the third centurt', as we know from contemporary 
tc,xiiial descriptions. The Chinese were the great proponents of 
the lug-sail, and grc.at use was made of bamboo up aloft, for the 
lugs took the form of flat, acrodynamically efficient mat-and- 
Kaixen sails. The inodcks of the five-masted Sliantung trader of 
fifty year? ago in the Science Museum at South Kensington 
and the National Maritime Museum at Greenwich ghc one a 
good idea of what the ships carrving a thousand men or more 
whicli sailed in the c.xpcditions of the great admiral Cheng Ho 
in the early fifteenth century must hate been like. Tliosc were 
the daj’s when the Chinese navy was visiting evcrj'tvhcre from 
Kamcliatfca to Mad.agascar. Tiic physics and mathematics of 
sails arc still imperfectly understood, less w'cll perhaps than those 
of aeroplane wings, but it is certain that medieval junks could 
sail well to windward, a« tlsc square-sailed cogs of Han.'catic 
or Catahtn Europe could not. Modifications of the Chinese 
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mat-and-batten system hare been adopted on many modern 
racing yachts, notably Haslcr’s Jester., famous for a single-handed 
Atlantic crossing in 1961. And while speaking of aeroplane wings 



Fir, j2 An cightcenth-ccntiirv drawing of a three-masted sea-going jun)., 
from the Ltu-cb'ut kuo cbih-luch (a d. 1757). 


it may be well to recall that the notable invention of anti-stalling 
wing-slots is said to have been inspired by the fenestrated rudder 
of the Chinese junk. For Chinese sea-captains and river-junk 
masters had long ago found advantage not only in having their 
rudders balanced (part being forward of the post) but in ha\ing 
them perforated with holes as well. 

One last inr^ention must be referred to, that of the paddle- 
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v,'ltcet i'oai, Dc'cnrsion* of trcndmill-opcrstei! paddle-wheel 
host' berdn to appear in Chinese literature in the fifth and sixth 
centuries A.n., and their construction and habitual u‘'e for naval 
combat on lak' and ritert is quite indubitable in the eighth, 
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power-source was available, the number of wheels was multi¬ 
plied, and in a campaign against one of the perennial rural 
rebellions, about 1130 (under Yang Yao), government battle¬ 
ships with as many as 23 wheels (i i on each beam and i at the 
stern) were constructed by a naval architect named Kao Hsiian 
As he was captured by the rebels soon afterwards and proved 
willing to build ships for them too, the campaign dragged on for 
a long time, much use being made of gunpowder bombs and 
poison-smokes; and it was finally ended by the famous loyalist 
general Yo Fei, who enticed the rebel ships into an estuary where 
floating weeds and branches entangled their wheels and board¬ 
ing action could take place Paddle-wheel warships continued to 
be of much importance, however, guarding the Yangtze for a 
century and a half so well that no further penetration of the 
Chin Tartars to the south occurred, river-crossings being im¬ 
possible. Afterwards, with the general conquest of the country 
by the Mongols, the age of the paddle-wheel ship declined, since 
they were more interested in sea-fighting (cf. the attempted con¬ 
quests of Java and Japan), where, without a power-source such 
as steam, the paddle-wheel was unsuitable. Again we have no 
knowledge to what extent these traditions influenced the first 
trials in Europe, which took place in 1543 at Barcelona. They 
were certainly handed down in China, for during the Opium 
Wars (1839-42) a considerable number of treadmill-operated 
paddle-wheel war-junks were sent against the British ships and 
gave a good account of themselves, though the cause was hope¬ 
less. With their usual complacency the Westerners supposed that 
these ships had been built in imitation of their own paddle- 
steamers, but study of the contemporary Chinese literature 
shows that this was not so at all. The whole story has the further 
interesting feature that there had been a proposal in fourth- 
century Byzantium for a paddle-wheel ship to be worked by ox 
whims, but there is no evidence of its ever having been con¬ 
structed. As the manuscript was only discovered at the Rcnais- 
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ssncc, it canntjt h.ivc infiucnccdi the Ciuncsc <hip-buildcr<i. How 
far it influenced the Barcelona caperimeru remains uncertain, 
for there had been proposals for paddle-wheel b<tat' in the Ger¬ 
man engineering manuscript* of the fifteenth ccntnrt, and thtr-c 
mar have been re-intention': inspired by the omnipresent terti- 
tal water-mills. In any ease, there is no doubt at all that tiunigh 
the first $um»ci:!ion was Byzantine the first practical re.di7-.ition 
W.1S Chinese. 


.V 

This bring? us to the term of our survey of China's ‘legacy'. 
Before dwelling upon the principal paradoxes which emerge from 
it, we must talc notice of a curious, and perhaps significant, fact; 
namely that it is po-siblc to distinguish, at least in the techno¬ 
logical field, arrivals of innovations from .Nsia, mainly China, 
in particular collocations which I have come to call ‘clusters’. 
Thus for example between the fourth and the sixth centuries a.o. 
one finds the arrival of the drawloom and the breast-strap har¬ 
ness. By the eighth century the foot-stirrup is exerting extra¬ 
ordinary effects, and soon afterwards the Cardan suspension 
appears. By the beginning of the tenth century equine collar 
h.irnc?5 has come, together with the simple trcbuchet in the field 
of artillery. The eleventh century sees the spread of the Indian 
iiumemls, placc-x .iltic, and the zero sign. I'owards the end of the 
txsclfth century come in a cluster the magnetic compass, the 
stcnt-po«t rudder, paper-making, and the idea of the windmill, 
xvith the wheelbarrow and the counter-weighted trcbuchet 
quickly following; this w-as the time of the Toledan Tables. 
Towards tIk' end of the thirteenth century and the beginning of 
the founcentli there appear in another cluster gunpowder, silk 
m.achincry, the mechanical cluck, and the segmental arch bridge; 
this was the time of the.Mfonsinc Tables. Rather later, but still 
forming pan of this second inflow, we find the blast-furnace for 
cast iron, and block-printing, soon followed by mov.iblc-typc 
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printing. During the fifteenth century the standard method of 
interconversion of rotary and rectilinear motion establishes it¬ 
self in Europe, and other East Asian engineering motifs appear, 
such as the spit vane-v'heel, the helicopter top, the horizontal 
windmill, the ball-and-chain fljnvheel, and lock-gates in canals. 
The sixteenth century brings the kite, the equatorial mounting 
and equatorial coordinates, the doctrine of infinite empty space, 
the iron-chain suspension bridge, the sailing-carriage, a new 
emphasis on sphygmology in medical diagnosis, and equal tem¬ 
perament in musical acoustics. In the eighteenth century a rear¬ 
guard is formed by variolation (the predecessor of vaccination), 
porcelain technology, the rotary-fan winnowmg-machine, water¬ 
tight compartments at sea, and some other late introductions 
such as medical gymnastics and ultimately the system of civil 
service examinations. 

This list of transmissions, though very incomplete, throws 
into some relief the historical fluctuations in the reception of 
East Asian discoveries and inventions by Europe. Though it is 
generally impossible to trace the course of a ‘blue-print’, or a 
stimulating idea, still less the mere conviction that a problem 
had already been successfully solved somehow, the general cir¬ 
cumstances which facilitated flow at particular times present 
themselves as obvious—for the twelfth-century cluster the 
Crusades, the Qara-IChitai kingdom in Sinkiang, S:c.; for the 
fourteenth-century cluster the Pax Mongolica; for the fifteenth 
century the Tartar slaves in Europe; for the sixteenth century 
onwards the Portuguese travellers and the Jesuit mission, and so 
on. The earlier periods of transmission are more obscure, and 
further research will be needed to elucidate them, but an overall 
picture of the world’s indebtedness to East Asia, especially 
China, is emerging very clearly. 

The first of the paradoxes with which I wish to conclude is 
that according to a common belief there was never any science or 
technology in China at all. It may seem passing strange in the 
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]i{’ht of isll that ha* gone before that Uh' should c*.cr have been 
believed, yet such \va' the ItnprcsMOn of my sinological elders 
^\hcn I began the int c.nigation of these matters and it has been 
enshrined in one form or another in many well-known state¬ 
ments. Repeated as it was hy generations of*Hpcrficial ohsertcr.s 
of Citinesc cvert-day life tvho knew nothing of the literature, the 
Chinese ended by belictdng it ihcmsch c<. An essay by the great 
Chinese philosopher. Feng Yu-lan, oTittcn more than forty 
years ago, bore the title ‘Why China has no Science'.’ In line he 
said; 

I fiwil venture to draw the conclusion that China has had no science, 
because according to her own standard of values she has not needed 
any..,. The Chinese philosophers had no need of scientific certainty 
because it wa‘ them*clvc5 that they svished to know; so in the same 
way they had no need of the poster of science, because it was themselves 
that they \Ni<hed to conquer. To them, the content of wisdom was not 
intellectual knotsledgc, and its function was not to increase c.rtcrnal 
poods. 

There was of course something in this, hut only something, and 
the standpoint may hate been influenced by a feeling that what 
China did not seem to have happened to have w.is not very 
mtich worth having anpv.iy.2 TJic converse of Feng Vu-Ian's 
youthful pcs'imism is to be seen in the equally unjustified 
optimism of Arnold Toynbee 

’ Imrrr^ii-r^ljfourt;. Eihict,\(i]. xxxii, no. 3 (tgaa), reprinted (in nnpluh) 
in his Collected essays, Cburz-kua cit^ksiltb sbib pu ('Contributions to the 
History of Chinete Philotophy'} (Shanghai, 

* A rchted serrion of this theme, not infrequent!} stated, is that in the 
traditional Asian cultures 'it seas felt easier for min to adapt bim‘elf to Nature 
than to adapt Nature to himseir. I quote from Alan Watts, tVc.'are, Man ar.i 

(London, IQ5S), p. CJ, a brilliant and, in other respect*, a very per¬ 
ceptive booh, niis particular thesis is falsified by twenty centuries of Chinese 
icjentific and tedmoloyica! history. 

* A J. Toynbee. J StitJi ef HtstJty- {6 vob.; London, t9?5~9). u's 
p. 3?6. 
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However fnr it may or may not be possible to trace back our Western 
mechanical trend towards the origins of our Western history, there is 
no doubt that a mechanical penchant is as characteristic of the Western 
cnilization as an aesthetic penchant was of the Hellenic, or a religious 
penchant was of the Indie and the Hindu.* 

Today it has become quite evident that no people has had 
a monopoly of philosophical mysticism, scientific thought, or 
technological ability. The Chinese were not so uninterested in 
external nature as Feng Yu-lan averred, and the Europeans were 
by no means so ingenious and inventive as Toynbee claimed. The 
paradox may have arisen partly from a confusion in the meaning 
of the word ‘science’. If one defines science as modern science 
only, then it is true that it originated only in Western Europe in 
the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries in the late Renaissance, 
the life of Galileo marking the turning-point. But that is not the 
same thing as science as a w'hole, for in all parts of the world 
ancient and medieval peoples had been laying the foundations 
for the great building that tvas to arise. When we say that modern 
science developed m Western Europe in the time of Galileo, tve 
mean most of all, I think, that there alone there developed the 
fundamental principle of the application of mathematized hypo¬ 
theses to nature, the use of mathematics in putting questions, in 
a phrase, the combination of mathematics tvith experiment. But 
if we agree that at the Renaissance the method of discovery was 
itself discovered, we must remember that centuries of effort had 

* A related version of this theme has become well known as the thesis of 
F S. C Northrop (see especially his The Meeting of East and West, an Enquiry 
conccinmg Human Understanding {'Nevt York, 1946)). According to him the 
Greeks developed the way of knowing nature bv rational postulation and 
scientific hypothesis, while the Chinese throughout their history approached 
nature only by direct observation, empathy, and aesthetic intuition This is 
just as untenable as the rest. A cruder, more racialist, formulation of the same 
ideas occurs in the stimulating, but wholly unreliable, book by L. Abegg, The 
Mind of East Asia (London, 1952), cf pp. 233 ff , 294 ff , (S.c. 
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j*rccc(icd sIjc bfcalthrouf;}i. \\ hj tliic happened in Lurope alone 
remains a subject for fociolopkal investigation. We need not 
here prejudge vvli.it such investigations will reveal, but it u 
already obvious enough that Kuropc alone unchnvent the com¬ 
bined traixfigurations of the RenaisMnee, tlie srientific revolu¬ 
tion, the Reforni.ition, and the rise of capitalism. Tht<e were the 
most ettraordinar}' of all the phenomena of W'estern instability 
before socialbt mcieiy and the atomic age. 

But here comes the secomi paradox. From all that has been 
said it b clear th.it between the Afth century n.c. and the fif¬ 
teenth cuJtury v.i>. Chinese hurc.iucratic feudalism was much 
more cfTtcfive in the u'cful application of natural Inowlcdgc 
than the sl.ivc-ow ning classical cultures or the serf-based miiitar)' 
aristocratic feudal system of Europe. The standard of life was 
often liighcr in China; it is well known that Marco Polo thought 
Ilangcliowa paradise. If there was on the w)iolele<s theory there 
was certainly more practice. If the scholar-gcnirv systematically 
suppressed the occasional sprouts of mercantile capital, it was 
seemingly not m their intcrc-ts to suppress innovations wliich 
might be put to use in improving the production of the counties 
orprovinces in thcirchargc. IfChimi had an app.ircnth limitless 
reservoir of labour-power it renunns a fact th.it we have so far 
met with no single case of the refusal of an invention due w 
explicit fear of technological unemployment. Indeed the bureau¬ 
cratic ethos seems to luivc Jiclpcd applied science in many wajs. 
One could instince (he use of tlic Il.in seismograph to signalize 
and locate c.ilamities before news of them rcMched the c.ipjt.il, 
the erection of a network of rain-gauge and snow-gauge stations 
in the Sung, or the extraordinarv- c.\peditions undertaken in the 
'Pang to measure a meridian arc from ]ndo-Chin.i to Mongol!.! 
over t,5cx> miles long,’ and to map the stars from java to within 

' Cf, the licfaiicd afcoiint by A. tterr, l,u G«d-djtrn, J. .Vccdhani, E. 
J*u!!rvbbnt. and G. J. T!tomp»on. *.An Eighth-Century Meridian Line . - 
yistJi in .Itrrtntir-y, vol. iv (lyf't), p 
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20° of the south celestial pole. The li was keyed to a celestial- 
terrestrial standard a hundred years before the kilometre. Let 
us not despise then the mandarins of the celestial empire. 

And so we come at last to the paradox of paradoxes—‘stagnant’ 
China the donator of so many discoveries and inventions that 
acted like time-bombs in the social structure of the West. The 
cliche of stagnation, born of Western misunderstanding, was 
never truly applicable; China’s slow and steady progress was 
overtaken by the exponential growth of modern science, with all 
its consequences, after the Renaissance. To the Chinese, could 
they have known of her metamorphoses, Europe would have 
seemed a civilization in perpetual upheaval;* to Europeans, 
when they came to know her, China seemed to have been al¬ 
ways the same. Perhaps the stereotypic inanity among Western 
commonplaces is the belief that although the Chinese invented 
gunpow'der they were so foolish—or so wise—that they used it 
only for fireworks, leaving its full powers to be exploited by the 
West alone.2 We may not wish to deny to the West a certain 
penchant, alas, for Buchsenmeisterei, but the idea behind the 
commonplace is of course that without the West nothing grand 
or creative would have been done with such inventions. The 
Chinese made sure that their tombs faced due south, but 
Columbus discovered America; the Chinese planned the steam- 
engine’s anatomy, but Watt applied steam to the piston; the 
Chinese used the rotary fan but only for cooling palaces,^ the 
Chinese understood selection but confined it to the breeding of 
fancy goldfish.All such fancied antitheses are demonstrably 

* It \^as not that China knew no upheavals of civil strife, dynastic change, 
and foreign invasion, quite the contrary, but the basic forms of her social life 
remained relatively constant 

^ This appears, of course, in the book by L. Abegg previously quoted, as 
but one exhibit in a museum of similar statements (p. 235) 

^ This they did, but they also used the encased and crank-operated rotary 
winnowing-fan some eighteen centuries before Europeans got hold of it. 

This they did, but far more important was the process of improvement of 
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hiuorically fal?s. ^'hc inventium and dijcovcricj of tlio Chinese 
were mostly put to great and widcsp’rcad use, hut under the 
control of .1 society which had relatively very stable standards, 
'Hicrc can he no doubt that there war a certain spnmaneous 
homoeojtasis about Chincrc society and that Europe had a hiiili- 
in quality of instability. Wlicn Tennpon wrote his famous lines 
about ‘the ringing grooves of change’ and ‘better fifty yean of 
Europe than a cjcic of Cathay’,' he felt impelled to bclicie th.at 
tioknt technical innovation rmut alwap be advantageous; today 
we might not feel quite so sure. He saw effects only, ignoring 
cause", and moreover in his time physiologists had not yet come 
to understand the constancy of the internal environment,' nor 
engineers to huild self-regulating machines.^ Cathay had been 
self-regulatinp, like a living organism in slowly changing equi¬ 
librium, or a thermostat—indeed the concepts of cv'bernctics 
could well be applied to a civi!iz.ition that had licid a steady 

rice and othtr lUplc cropi, which went on for centuries with verj consctotii 
imperial supervlfJon ,md cncoaovgeracnt. 

* h it possible tli.1t Tenm ion Inevi there teas in fact a real Chinese cj’cle of 
rixty years ? More probahb he «a* thinkinj; of the kalpa and the vabakalpa 
flat the niistalc, if such it was, illutninatci itrangely the theme of this p.iper. 

' We noss Imott that living organisms maintain a constanci of internal 
conditions, including the composition of their body-fiuids, automaticalh 
regubiing temperature, pressure, acidity, blood-jugar, Kc.\ and that they do 
this the more effectively she higher in the cvohitionari tcalc thej are. There 
i« always great danger in apphing biological analogies to social phetiomena, 
at 1 have often in the past pointed out (cf. Ti''e,rhe Rrjreilrir^Rtvfr{London, 
• 94 ,t}) rp- **4 ff" ff'j Iktncryuct Our Stdf (London, 1046), pp. iqi ff.). 
Ncverthelfts In the present ease it seems to me that the replacement of the 
fair; and meaningless concept of 'stagnation* by the precise and applicable 
idea of slowly c.hanging ‘homoeotfasis’ brings a definite increase in tiic clarity 
of our thought about traditional Chinese culture. 

^ This is not quite true historically, for the fantai) gear of the windmill and 
the govemor-balh of the steam-engine had both been long in use by Tennv- 
son's time. But thnr philotophical significance was hardly noticed, and self- 
regulating macliine.'T did not impose itself on genera! thinking until the era 
of electrical co.-miunitation-, as opposed to power-, technologv-. 
ftisn 
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course through every weather, as if equipped with an automatic 
pilot, a set of feedback mechanisms, restoring the status quo after 
all perturbations, even those produced by fundamental dis¬ 
coveries and inventions. Struck oif continually like sparks from a 
whirling grindstone, they ignited the tinder of the West while 
the stone continued on its bearings unshaken and unconsumed. 
In the light of this, how profoundly symbolic it was that the 
ancestor of all cybernetic machines, the south-pointing carriage, 
should have been a Chinese device. ’ 

There was no special superiority about the relatively ‘steady 
state’ of Chinese society, resembling as it did in many ways 
ancient Egypt, that age-old continuum which amazed the 
youthful, changeable Greeks. The constancy of the internal en¬ 
vironment is only one function of living organisms, necessary but 
not as comple.x for example as the higher activities of the central 
nervous system. Metamorphosis is also a perfectly physiological 
process, and in some living things it can go as far as the complete 
dissolution and re-formation of all the tissues of the body. 
Perhaps civilizations, like different kinds of living beings, have 
developmental periods very different in length, and when they 
metamorphose do so in varying degrees. 

There is no special mystery about the relatively ‘steady state’ 
of Chinese society either.^ Social analysis will assuredly point 

* This invention, which took place in China in the third century if not a 
little earlier, has been mentioned in passing, above, p 240 A carnage bore a 
figure -which pointed to the south, and continued to do so in whatever direc¬ 
tion the carriage was made to move. It is certain that this was accomplished 
mechanically, probably by a simple form of differential gear, and it is very 
hkely that the inventor was Ma Chun. 

^ In this contribution I have perhaps overemphasized the continuity and 
unity of Chinese society. Byzantine society, as Gibbon painted it, seemed 
similarly ‘monolithic’, but modern research has revealed great variations of its 
structure during its different periods China too will show changes of finer 
structural detail ‘under higher pow er’, as microscopists say, but some simplifi¬ 
cation was here unavoidable. 
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to the nature of tl'.c agriculture, the carlr nccc<rity of massive 
hjdrauHc engineering tvorls, the ccntraIi?jtion of government, 
the principle of the nnnriiercditarj' civil Jcrvice, &c., &c. But 
tJsat it tvai raclicallj' difTerent from the patterns of the ^Vest is 
quite unquestionable. 

'fo \sli3i then \v.a< the in'tahility of luiropc due? Some have 
referred it to the aspirations of the never-satisfied Faustian soul. 
I would prefer to thini; in terms of the pcogT.iphy of what \«s 
in cBcct an archipelago, the perennial tnidition of independent 
city-states based on maritime commerce and jostling military 
aristocrats ruling small areas of land, the c.Tccptiona! poverty of 
Kuropc in the precious metals, the continual desire of Western 
peoples for commodities which they tlicmselvcs could not pro¬ 
duce (one thinhs especially of silk, cotton, spices, tea, porcelain, 
and lacquer), and the inherently divisive tendencies of alpha¬ 
betical script, which permitted the growth of numerous tvar- 
ring nations with centrifugal dialects or barbarian hinguagcs. 
By contract China v.as a coherent agrarian land-mass, a unified 
empire «incc the third ccntuiy n.c. with an administrative tradi¬ 
tion unmatched elsewhere till modem times, endowed with vast 
riches both mineral, vegetable, and animal, and cemented into 
one by .m infrangible sptcni of ideographic script admirably 
adapted to her fundamentally mona'yllabic language. Europe, 
a culture of rovers, was always uneasy within her boundaries, 
ncnously sending out probes in all directions to see what could 
be got—^.-Vlc-tandcr to Bactri.!, the Vikings to Vinland, Portugal 
to the Indian Ocean. I'lic greater population of China was self- 
sufficient, needing little or nothing from outside until the nine¬ 
teenth cemut)- (hence the Hon. Company’s opium policy), and 
generally content with only occasional c.\-plorat{on, essentially 
incurious about those far parts of the world which had not 
received the teachings of the Sage.* Europeans suffered from a 

* Thit mun not Ik Map^jerated. It U uell to remc.'nber that Kurops ic-ai 
iliscorcred bv China and not the revef«e—when Citing Ch'ien tratclled 
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schizophrenia of the soul, oscillating for ever unhappily between 
the heavenly host on the one side and the ‘atoms and the void’ 
on the other; while the Chinese, wise before their time, worked 
out an organic theory of the universe which included nature and 
man, church and state, and all things past, present, and to corned 
It may w^ell be that here, at this point of tension, lies some of the 
secret of the specific European creativeness when the time was 
ripe. In any case it was not until the flood-tide of that modern 
science and industry so generated washed away her sea-walls 
that China experienced the necessity of entering the world 
oikoumene which these great forces were forming. And so her 
legacy joined with those of all the other cultures in a process 
which is palpably bringing into being the world co-operative 
commonwealth. Joseph Needham 

through Central Asia from 138 to 126 b.c and came upon Greek Bactria. 
Besides, there were periods of great Chinese enterprise in voyaging, for 
example the exploits of the Ming navy under Cheng Ho in the early fifteenth 
century (p. 295) 

* Hence the rather naive conception of Laws of Nature enacted by a super¬ 
natural la%v-giver did not develop among them. But there is no doubt that 
this idea had great heuristic value in the initial phases of modern science. 
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THE CHINESE AND THE ART OF 
GO^■ERNMENT 

Th}, political life of a modern nation derives distinctive colour 
from the political tradition that produced it, but it is a fabric 
interwoven with strandc from many, often remote, places. As 
individual nations come to employ a common technical know¬ 
ledge, join in the same economic ventures, and enjoy a common 
cultural life, they face much the same political demands and 
rno\ c towards similar patterns of political life, Ttvo themes from 
the past arc con^picitous in these patterns. One is the concept of 
democratic political responsibility worked out in tbc forum, the 
agora, aad the town liall; the otlier is tlie technique of personnel 
management and administrative responsibility first highly sys¬ 
tematized in tlic council chambers of Northern China. 

The diverging trends of Chinese and Western political tra¬ 
ditions appear soon after the two cultures emerge in historj*. 
In the ^^^cst the tendency towards political fragmentation was 
evident in Greek clty-statc<, some of whose practices of self- 
government survi\cd in the Roman empire and gathered new 
strength In the Middle Ages. The feudal states that grew from 
the fallen empire transmitted their political diversity to modern 
Europe. Experiments in self-go\crnmcnt were easiest in small, 
competing poHticai units in an international order without any 
really dominant power. All the free citizens of sorereign Athens 
could meet in the market-place and reach some .igrccmcnt on 
their common concerns. Group action evohed in guild and 
medieval corporation, which personified and defended common 
interests of Ghentish weavers or Lubeck mariners against lord or 
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emperor. Shaken and undermined by Paris and Rome, King 
John yielded at Runnymede. Foreign rivalries sapped Stuart 
resources and furthered the cause of Parliament. The weakness 
of monarchs aided democracy. 

In China the twig of political growth was early bent in a 
different way The trend towards political unity and central 
control began early. Despite repeated setbacks, the movement 
towards empire persisted wdth a sense of historical inevitability. 
Irresponsible despotism was most often tamed not by the action 
of autonomous political units below, but by social and intel¬ 
lectual pressures exerted through a gradually perfected system 
of bureaucracy. If the checks on Chinese rulers little resembled 
those on their Western contemporaries, these checks neverthe¬ 
less made possible a political order whose serenity and justice 
were long enviable in Western eyes. 

When the Chinese appear in history during the second 
millennium b.c., the scene already seems dominated by a ruler, 
of the Shang house, whose authority may have been recognized 
over most of Northern China. Perhaps there existed already a 
certain sense of a Chinese national entity. Such an entity as¬ 
sumes clearer form at the end of the second millennium, when 
Chou conquerors established a real authority over the China of 
their day. But this control was only effectuated through a kind 
of feudal delegation of power throughout the different regions, 
and this soon weakened as the feudal governors consolidated 
hereditary dominions in their several territories. From the eighth 
century the feudal states were practically independent. A similar 
process took place within the various fiefs, where feudal sub¬ 
ordinates established hereditary claims to offices and lands and 
commenced to usurp both powers and positions from their lords. 
At this point, however, a reA'^ersal of the process began. Employ¬ 
ing a newly rising class of landless knights, the lords replaced 
hereditary retainers with professional officials, the forerunners of 
China’s bureaucracy, and centralization of power thenceforth 
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proceeded apace, 'llic ‘fiiaHcr feudal st.itc‘ mainui'ncd for a 
while a precarious cxiitciicc, hiii ilicy lacked both the time and 
favourable condition*, in wltich their stibjccts could attempt 
experiments in oligarchic or popular government. 

Political experimentation followed other lines. Towns and 
commerce xverc growing; tlic older social stnicttirc w.is xscaken- 
ing; land could he bnuglii; with the incre.tsing role of the foot- 
soldier in the armies the plebeian became a greater force in 
society, Pcudalism was on the wane, and the centralircd states 
were the hcnefici-iries. They fought among thcmsches for land 
and power with growing violence. In the competition for sunival 
the rulers sought aid from political theorists among the new 
ofhcials. 'ITic latter, seeking formulas to guarantee security and 
success, brought political speculation to a high let cl of sophisti¬ 
cation. Shen Pn-liai, a thinker of the fourth century n.c., held that 
got ernment was an art best practised by controlling witli a light 
hand a carefully balanced administrative macbinc that would be 
hirgcly Self-operating. He would seem to have urged rulers to use 
persuasion and the requirement of strict responsibility rather 
llian force and punishment, and to confer office through careful 
matching of an official’s capabilities with the duties of Ju's post. 
Other ihcoric.s claiming descent from the contemporarj' Shang 
Yang put greater emphasis on fear, punishment, and the exac¬ 
tion ofmcticulous obedience in minute details. Political thinkers 
in the following century—Han Fei, 7>u Pu-wd, and Li Ssu— 
combined and developed these power-oriented linc.s of thought, 
later to be charactcri?.cd rather ineptly as Legalist.' 

The political adiicc of such thinkers xvas applied with profit 
by their patrons. In the forefront were the rulers of Ch'in, who 

’ Cf. U. G Creel, ‘'Hie ra-chia* or “Adminiuratof*" Studia 

PttsnUd t} Turg Ttn pir tii Surh'^Fiftb Birthday (Cull. I.njt. Hitt, and 
PhtloL .\ad. Sin., extra vol no 4) (Taipei, 1961), pp. 607-36; J. J, L. 
Dut-rendal, Thr B&nh e/ I^tJ Shaeg (Condon, 1928); 0 erk Boddc, China's 
First Vrtf.f’ (Leiden, 193S). 
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employed the last three named, and through power and \vile 
extended their sway to all of China. In 221 b.c. a Ch‘in ruler took 
the newly devised title of emperor {huang-ti), abolished all re¬ 
maining feudal authority, and for the first time brought all 
Chinese under firm and efTecti\ e control in a single polity. 

One major step remained before the basic concept of Chi¬ 
nese empire was complete. Permanent maintenance of absolute 
power required at least the compliance of the governed. But 
extreme regimentation and repression as practised by the Ch'in 
alienated too many officials and provided willing followers for 
the disaffected. The second emperor of the first dynasty was 
overthrown, and after several years of warfare among competing 
leaders a new house, the Han, was enthroned in 202 b.c. The 
rebels had numbered among them heirs of the dispossessed noble 
houses, but the winner in the contest w'as a commoner of humble 
origin. He and his successors saw shrewdly the political forces 
that supported and could unseat them. Their rule w'as more 
moderate. For a time they restored some feudal forms. They 
indulged the most heterogeneous political theorists, among 
whom followers of Confucius grew increasingly important. 
Confucius had done much to catalyse political thought in the 
fifth century, when the feudal states WTre still disintegrating, 
but he had found no ruler to apply his remedies seriously. Now 
men of the Han, disillusioned w'ith unfettered power, took up 
his ideas wdth new interest. More will be said of these ideas 
below'. To men weary of Ch‘in despotism Confucius offered hope 
in the dicta that trust by the people is more tdtal to government 
than arms or food, and that guidance through virtuous example 
and an accepted sense of rightness succeeds where rules and 
punishments are futile, A new turning-point in China’s history 
came when Confucian teachings w'ere declared official state 
doctrine by the emperor Wu, fifth of the Han line. The new 
doctrine, substituting government by persuasion and virtue for 
system, rules, and discipline, conflicted wdth the old at vital 
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I'ointi!. Vet a complete departure from the empireV fundamental 
fprtem Wii scarcely conceivable. An cs«ent!.il contradiction 
entered the Chinese political tradition, a perpetual tension 
between two co-c.ti«tinp but opposite principles, that would re¬ 
main while the tradition lasted.* 

The emperor Wu, a prodigy of imaginative energy and far- 
reaching ambitions, c.ttcndcd in .a fifty-four-ycar reign the cen- 
trahVjtion and ration.a!i7jtion of power. He founded a school 
for oHiciab, bcg.in to u'c written c.tamin.ition$ somcwljat regu¬ 
larly, experimented with nationalization of salt and iron and 
«ith price control througli state trade agencies, built c.in.ils for 
irrigation and sliipping on an unprecedented scale, even while 
he extended China’s borders tltrough militar)’ campaigns. His 
successors and an intervening usurper, ^^■ang Mang, continued 
some of these c-xperiments and Wang attempted dramatically 
but vaiulj’ to abolish slavery and nationalize land for lifetime 
allocation to the tillers. The Han house survived four centuries 
before accumulating economic troubles and administrative 
laxity brought its fall in a . d . 220. Long periods of disunity and 
foreign rule followed. But the Han Dsmasty in its better years 
had served China’s needs xs'cll. China without imperial unity was 
no longer conceivable. The idea of empire sun ived and grew 
with the advance of China's civilization.- 

.4 second surge of political development came with the advent 
of neav social forces, reaching its greatest momentum between 
the eighth century and the eleventh. Peace and reunification, 
achicted by the Sui Dimasiy in 589 and consolidated by the 
T‘ang in 61S, prepared the way for commercial transformation 
that bound the n.ation in an economic unity of interdependent 

• Cf. ,\rthur Waley, tr., Tke ■A’-akett cf Coafacius (London, 1938), 
pp. SS, 164; H. G. Creel, Carjunus etJ thf Chtnat tray {Kc\r Vorl, 

IT- *42-"- 

* Cf. H, H. Dubs Ir, fan Ko, T/-e fftttory ef the /{an Dyasiy, 

3 vok (lUllimorc, 1935-55). 
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regions. Slowly at first but with quickening pace, new frontiers 
were colonized, great cities emerged, and new industries ap¬ 
peared. The age was one of technical innovation and philo¬ 
sophic speculation. Newly prospering classes, attaining the means 
of education, grew ambitious for the influence and prestige that 
bureaucratic position alone could offer. Political expediency and 
dynastic struggles, which led to the courting of the new-risen 
classes through wider use of public examinations, at times lent 
support to political reformers. Some decades of disunion in the 
early tenth century no more than retarded the development. 
The Sung Dynasty, founded in 960, restored unity and instilled 
fresh purpose Within a century a series of administrative inno¬ 
vations brought the imperial system to full maturity.^ 

Later dynasties would experiment and modify, and further 
perfect certain features. But it is doubtful that any age surpassed 
the eleventh century in its combined achievement of political 
stability and free discussion, its recruitment of talented men, 
and its wealth of innovation. Alone among the great dynasties, 
the Sung ruled without interruption for more than three cen¬ 
turies and fell at last not through usurpation or internal rebellion 
but through military defeat. Perhaps no nation dedicated to the 
arts of peace could have withstood the Mongol armies, which 
had ravaged unchecked from the Yellow Sea to Silesia and 
Hunga^}^ The fall of the Sung in 1279—the shock of defeat and 
the altered conditions that ensued—changed the political cli¬ 
mate. Internal control and military strength became overriding 
considerations The Mongol (1279-1368) and Manchu (1644- 
1912) Dynasties lived in danger of Chinese rebellion. The 
parvenu general who founded the intervening Chinese house of 
Ming both aspired to inherit the Mongol dominions in Asia and 
distrusted the scholars who served him. All three dynasties en¬ 
couraged intellectual orthodoxy. China experienced times of 

’ Cf. E. G Pullcyblank, The Background of the Rebellion of An Lu-shan 
(London, 1955). 
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renewed pro'penty, political serenity, and cuUura! brilliance, 
but ncicr quite tlic economic, social, and mental ferment of 
an earlier age. In political life, too, conservatisnj bec.imc the 
dominant note. 

Ai we view tlte Cliincsc political tradition in its centuries of 
innotation and .icliietc-mcnt, and its further centuries of re¬ 
markable surtit al and adaptation to new condition*, %vc look for 
a ley to it< successes. Ccrt.iinly no single factor liolds the .insttcr. 
But one aspect seems very significant—tlie cn-cst<tcncc and equi¬ 
librium of competing political concepts that began in the Han. 
The early speculators about wa}s of operation and control— 
the ‘Legalists’—initiated a train of development that led to 
pionccringin methods oforganiration and personnel administra¬ 
tion. It led aho to evpansion of state acthity and control that 
tended to rcacli all spheres of life, within the hounds imposed 
by material technology. But Confucian ideology checked and 
mitigated this trend of thought and action, subordinating it to 
values beyond those of power and efficiency, and in its w ay acred 
to libcr.nte the individual. 

Confucian political thought after tJic II.in honoured above all 
the pithy sayings of Confucius and tlic interpretations and c,v- 
tensions that Mencius had furnished. It stressed the ruler’s 
obligation to his subjects and their right of criticism and 
rebellion. Other writings regarded as Confucian also carried 
weight, houever, and could be cited to support views somewhat 
different in spirit. Writings stigmatized as Lcg.ih'5tsurs ived, and 
no doubt were read, but were scarcely cited except with dis¬ 
approval. 

The religious sanction of the state t\as acknowledged, in ritual 
worship of Heaven and its natural manifestations, by the emperor 
and his ofnci.ils at tast altars open to the sky. Similar rites were 
performed offici.illyin honour of Confucius, Mencius, and their 
most honoured disciples and followers of la ter ages. The A Icncian 
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writings reiterated plainly that the emperor ruled through 
the will and favour of Heaven: but only through this will and 
favour, which would surely be withdrawn from an unworthy 
ruler and his house. When a ruler erred his ministers should, 
as Heaven’s agents, warn and criticize him; if he persisted his 
subjects, as Heaven’s agents, would dethrone and execute him. 
His most solemn duties were to exemplify virtue and moderation 
to his people; to select ministers and officials who would likewise 
do this; to be to his people a father, ensuring them material 
necessities, comforts, and leisure for the nurture of virtue, and 
thereafter providing the means of education. Since man is 
naturally disposed towards goodness, the ruler w'ho fulfilled these 
duties perfectly had provided all that was needful for ideal 
government. But, said T‘ang and Sung theorists, ever since the 
sage rulers of antiquity—the last were the founders of the Chou 
house—monarchs had fallen short of the requisite virtue. State 
and society had deteriorated, necessitating regulations and 
punishments. Hope of progress must lie in a struggle to restore 
the w'orking of virtue among high and low until the need for 
force and law should vanish. Every man would then, according 
to his calling, contribute to the needs of society, receiving in 
return all that he needed to play his role, enjoy the natural 
pleasures, and cultivate his moral understanding.* 

How in practice could the ideal order be regained ? Exist¬ 
ing organs, conceived for ends so different, were admonished to 
behave in Confucian ways and lead men back to virtue. Other 
organs were developed in harmony with the newer state philo¬ 
sophy. But how soon and how fast could a regime of persuasion 
replace that of law? Perhaps the hope was most immediate in the 

* Cf. James Legge, The Chinese Classics, vol ii. The Works of Mencius 
(Oxford, 1895), especially pp 143-9, *S*~ 4 > *59~6i, 167-8, 392, Han Yu, 
‘Yuan tao’, tr. in G. Margoulies, Le Kou wen (Pans, 1925), pp 177-81; Chu 
Hsi, letter, in Fung Yu-lan, A History of Chinese Philosophy, Derk Bodde, 
tr. (Princeton, 1953), vol li, pp 562-4. 
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Early Sung, when utopian optimism was in the air. Reformers 
of many stamps fredy decried current practice and called for 
povemment reliant on the force of good character, hs local ad¬ 
ministrators they often tried sincerely to practise such govern¬ 
ment. Other ofiidals, often cqu.illy conscientious, believed that 
both public weal and survival of the state alike required re¬ 
form of abuses through new regulations. Men like Wang .An- 
shih (1OZI-S6) could support such views by citing later classics 
such as the Ritual of Chou. And even as a majority of the more 
iamed and eloquent argued for a reduction of Jaws and rdiance 
on tirtne, the cautious and hardheaded quietly went on and 
multiplied safeguards and rules. Doctrinal ambigtiity thus 
allowed scope for c-xperiment and adaptation without fatal 
damage to ideals that might be unrealizable immediately. Even 
in later dynasties, when fears of sedition led rulers to stress the 
duty of obedience above that of criticizing, and utopia seemed 
more distant, the ideology remained and tempered the c.vcrcisc 
of authority, No ruler ever ventured to deny the validity of 
Confucian principle, the basis for political morality. We meet 
with m.tny a courageous spokesman for its values and many a 
humble ofiicl,al who strove to exemplify rectitude, mildness, and 
forbearance. 

In ever}’ dynasty re.illzation of good government and dynastic 
survival itself called for a careful balancing of power among the 
persons and organ* through whom the emperor acted. Isolated 
by stately pomp wdthin his moated palace, the ruler retained 
practical freedom of action only tlirough access to varied advice, 
independent sources of information, and officials of dificring 
interests. Political progress was won through thislcsson; the Han 
and the E'ang fell in learning it and the Ming through ignoring 
it. Emperonhad to exclude from important functions their family 
and relatives by marriage, who were a]w.ij3 prone to intrigue 
for influence and control of the succession to the throne, and 
equally the p.vl3CC eunuchs, so favourably placed to monopolize 
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access to the emperor’s person. Within the bureaucracy itself 
power was divided through balances of several kinds. The 
highest direction of policy was confided to a Council of State, 
whose members were heads of several agencies. The Council’s 
views and actions were scrutinized by separate organs of criti¬ 
cism. During the later T‘ang and the Sung the emperor could 
consult also academies of distinguished scholars appointed to 
provide still another source of advice. To maintain the effective¬ 
ness of these structural checks and balances, it was imperative to 
guard vigilantly against domination of the several policy bodies 
by any faction or too like-minded a group. (Reformers rarely saw 
themselves as such a group, and since checks and balances came 
from the non-Confucian side of the tradition they were less 
honoured by theorists than they deserved to be.)i 

The principle of balance was reflected also in collegial organi¬ 
zation of the various ministries and other central agencies, com¬ 
monly headed by t-wo officials similar in rank and authority. In 
provincial and local government and in military command it was 
obviously necessary to confide responsibility for a given function 
in a given area to a single official, but even here structural checks 
w'ere provided. Under the Sung, the sharing of civilian functions 
on the provincial level by several intendants provided a degree 
of mutual surv'eillance. Boundaries of civil and military jurisdic- 

’ The T‘ang government and its practices are described in admirable detail 
in Robert des Rotours, Lc Tratte dcs examens (P.iris, 1932), and in Tratte des 
Joncttonnaires ct tratte dc I’armee (Leiden, 1947) Sung institutions are con¬ 
sidered in E A. Kracke, Jr., Civtl Service in Early Sung China (Cambridge, 
Mass , 1953) Ming governmental organization is considered in C O Hucker, 
‘Governmental Organization of the Ming Dynasty’, Harvard Journal of Asiatic 
Studies, vol .\xi(i 958), pp. 1-66. ForT'ang factions seePulleyblank-,op.cit ,for 
Sung factions, J. T C. Liu, Reform in Sung China (Cambridge, Mass, 1959); 
for Ming factions, Hucker, in J. K Fairbank, ed , Chinese Thought and Institu¬ 
tions (Chicago, 1957), pp 132-62, and Heinrich Busch, S V D., ‘TheTung-hn 
Academy and its Political and Philosophical Significance’, Monumenta Serita, 
vol. XIV, pp 1—163. 
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lions on t!«s Ic^cl were drawn dsfiercntly, fo that each com¬ 
mander dealt with set cral groups of ci\ilian intendants and each 
intendant v.ith seicral commanders. Further counter-cJiecls 
eahted at still lower levels of local goternment 

A special problem in China tvas the relation between policp- 
forminp and executive action. Conccptuallv, policp tvas deter¬ 
mined not by a preponderance of opinion but by s ration.7] 
con'cnsus adueved through ohjcctitc discussion. Both poHcj- 
suggestions and factual reports often originated with local 
officials, uho sverc best informed on public needs, and parsed 
through administratixe channels to the Imperial Court. Since 
the Confucian ethos made cadi official personally responsible for 
popular welfare and criticism of government, officials at all 
levels .ardently ach ocated one policy or another. Once policy was 
decided, each official had the duty of carrying it out in cornplerc 
and meticulous conformity nidi the rulcrV intention. Here 
came the difficulty. When an official’s opinion conflicted with 
Ills duty as obedient executor, his actions and his reports might 
fall short of the needful co-operative zeal. H.ibits of over- 
independence thus justified could encourage a slackness that was 
likely enough in any c.a 5 C. 

The difficulties of control implicit in Confucian responsibility 
perhaps helped to evoke the remarkable complex of org.ins for 
investigation, criticism, advice, and complaint, the perfecting of 
wliich took sixteen centuries. The primary organ of independent 
control xva# the Censoratc, xvhich acted in several xvas-s to main¬ 
tain proper functioning and health in all parts of the govern¬ 
ment. 1 ts earliest duty was that of .simple investigation, dex eloped 
under the Ch*in as a natural authoritarian device. With the 
change of political philosophy in the Han this duty gained new 
implications. It came to mean not only spying out sedition and 
indiscipline, but also discovering inadequacies in the provision 
for public welfare in general. .At first one of several duties of a 
corps of imperial secretaries, the function of surveillance was 
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entrusted in the eighth century to an independent censorial 
organ of three branches, each charged with investigating specific 
functions in the capital or local units, including the conduct of 
penal cases. Some time after the Han, devices for receiving 
popular petitions, inspired by early legend, were translated into 
reality and also further developed in the T‘ang. Conspicuous 
among these devices were drums placed before the Imperial 
Palaces, to be struck by any man with a grievance, and slotted 
petition boxes which could be opened only by authorized officials. 
Under the Sung these simple practices were elaborated to pro¬ 
vide a group of three complaint offices, administered by the 
Censorate. Reported users of the petition offices were primarily 
commoners. Complaints of the illiterate were written for them, 
and those who felt slighted could appeal to the second office and 
the third. The Mongols under Kublai Khan reinforced their 
control by heavy reliance on the Censorate in local administra¬ 
tion. They established two dozen regional offices whose staflP was 
required to examine the records and actions of local function¬ 
aries in a fixed routine of unprecedented minuteness, so that 
their visits were anticipated with trepidation. The Ming con¬ 
tinued and further refined this system, which was followed also 
by the Manchus.^ 

Still more significant was the censorial duty of criticizing the 
policies and actions of imperial ministers and the emperor him¬ 
self. Such criticism, found already in the Han, expressed explicit 
Confucian doctrine, and grew without marked encouragement 
from the criticized. The moral position of the critic was hard to 
challenge, and his right to criticize with impunity won a secure 
place in the tradition. To strengthen censorial freedom from 
inhibiting pressures, T'ang practice provided that any censor 
could act without the permission of even the Censorate’s chiefs. 
The censors were carefully removed from direct involvement in 

* Cf. C. O Hucker,‘The Traditional Chinese Censorate and the New Peking 

Regime’, The Amertcan Pohtical Science Review, vol xlv (1951)1 PP- 
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adminiitration, and their action nsHally extended only to rc- 
yori 5 , accusation?, or the initiation of judicial action, the judt^c- 
ntent of uhicli rested in other hands, 'fhey need not name the 
tources of their Information. Officials responsible for criticizing 
policy Mere .-iho appointed in other parts of the government, and 
a special ofiicer u-as empou’crcd to return for rcconsidcmtion 
even edicts bearing imperial approval. The height of critical 
cfTectivcncjs was reached in the eleventh century, when we are 
told that attacks by the critics agitated even emperors and 
brought down councillors of state. But censorial courage w.15 
still more remarkable in later dynasties when sharp criticism of 
rulers persisted—as in late Ming times—despite the occasional 
punishment or even execution of censors. The longevity of 
China’s political system must be credited in significant degree to 
tlic power and x'igilancc of the Censoratc. 

^Iany less dramatic aspects of the system must also share credit. 
Innumerable minutiae of practice and organization added to ad¬ 
ministrative efficiency, many of them tracing back to the Han 
and being well developed by the T'ang and Sung. Precision and 
consistency of action were furthered by habits of conducting 
business in writing and recording actions carefully (often in 
duplicate). Objectivity and impartialitj* gained from the secrecy 
of ministerial delibcmtions and the publication of policy deci¬ 
sions and rules of operation. In the central administration the 
rather haphazard division of duties among early Han offices 
evolved hr tlic T'ang into a more logical structure, and in the 
early clcventli cemur)' the many specialized bureaux came under 
three major departments responsible for general, economic, and 
military matters. In local administration, impelled by multiply¬ 
ing functions and aided by improved communications, the older 
division ofauiliority by region and locality swis modified to one 
whereby the offices at thecapita!—especially those with economic 
concerns—more often maintained direct contact with corre¬ 
sponding agencies on the local level. This trend towards tighter 
sewn Y 
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central control w as, however, countered under the Mongol and 
later dynasties by the creation of major regional governments, 
providing firmer political control within each region but re¬ 
ducing the effectiveness of direction by the central government 
bureaux. 

Most important among administrative methods were those 
concerned with personnel. Since the ruler depended on pro¬ 
fessional bureaucrats alike in the formation, implementation, 
and enforcement of policy, his success was proportional to 
bureaucratic ability and morale. Personnel poheies assumed a 
major place in state deliberations. We have seen that early 
Chinese political thinkers evolved interesting concepts in this 
field; it is not too surprising that China was the first to develop 
many essential techniques. The primary aim was to improve the 
civil service proper, an elite group commonly numbering in the 
developed system some ten thousand or more and filling the key 
positions of central and local government. To obtain more and 
better men the emperor Wu of the Han founded a school at 
the capital uhich grew into a thriving university. Succeeding 
dynasties added local schools in all parts of the empire to train 
promising sons of official or commoner families at state expense. 

Men were selected for government employment and advanced 
in office through varied methods; from the T'ang onwards 
promotion and recruitment procedures were distinct. Rather 
primitive methods familiar elsewhere—nomination of officials’ 
younger relatives and the sale of office—were gradually restricted 
and in later dynasties assumed importance only at moments of 
dymastic decline. In their place more constructive methods such 
as competitii'c examination, controlled sponsorship, and regular 
merit ratings came to play leading roles.* 

The earliest to develop was sponsorship. No method suited 

* See note i, p 318; also Etienne Zi, S.J., Pratique dcs exameiis htteroirts 
eu Cbtue(Varictes sinologiquesno. 5) (Shanghai, 1894), which protidcs copious 
details on examinations in the Manchu Dynasty. 
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Confiidan reform enneepu fo well a*; presentation ofgooJ men 
to the niier by those in a position to judge their character. 
Tradition .asserted that even in feudal times the public rccom- 
mcnd.ation of such men for official position u-as an act of high 
merit, and their employment was plca'ing to Hcaten. By the 
ilan at least the moral obligation assumed by rlic sponsor was 
supplemented by a lcg.il responsibility for the acts of bis protege^ 
and the 5) .ncin was widely employed to find men most highly 
qualified for government ‘crvicc. After the Han, however, rc- 
cniitmcni through sponsorship became more and more rc-stricicd 
to rare instances in which exceptionally talented men itad failed 
to seek advancement through normal clianncb. 

In the later T'ang and the Sung, new use vva' found for the 
idea of recommendation, in promotion within ilic service. Here 
it was v.-ilu.nhle a< a way of finding proven administrative abilities 
and probity, complementing the techniques ofc.vamination and 
merit rating (whovc inherent limit.nions arc discussed below). It 
also added inducements to good pcrform.vncc In the receiver, of 
p.ist or prospective recommendations. At first used chiefiy to 
find men for special need', sponsorsliip was regularized in the 
early eleventh century for promotions to all but tlic higliest 
r.inl.s .and functions. \\’licn the candidate did well the 'ponsor 
was honoured and rewarded. Exact laws gov-cmed the legal 
liability for sponsoring a man wlio later misbehaved. Penalties 
were graded according to the demonstrable grounds for the 
recommendation and the bind of crime or delinquency that 
occurred. All sponsors of the delinquent man suffered equally. 
Lcgisl.uion around lozo provided that for the most serious 
offences, including venality, the punishment for sponsors should 
be identical with that of the man guaranteed (if the latter s 
penalty were death, the spon'ors* would be the severest short of 
death). In the case of other offences the sponsors would suffer a 
penalty less than that of the offender’s by one degree or two 
degrees, or go free, according to the grav ity of the offence. ITic 
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number of a candidate’s sponsors determined whether or how 
far he would be promoted. Candidates stationed away from the 
capital were favoured by rules that allowed more recommenda¬ 
tions annually by provincial officials. The utility of the system 
depended in part on a careful adjustment of penalties; when 
liability was too onerous few were willing to sponsor, and when 
too light the practice could encourage factional alliances. On the 
whole sponsorship proved its worth, and continued in use while 
the empire lasted. 

The examination system, which grew from sponsorship, was 
destined to occupy a greater place in the history of political 
institutions. This system served to select men for governmental 
service through regular written, competitive examinations, open 
to all candidates of good character, however they came by their 
training. The system was long in evolving. The earliest applica¬ 
tions of examination technique are obscure. At least as early as 
165 B.c. men recommended for office were required to answer in 
writing questions set by the Han emperor Wen. The emperor 
Wu followed this procedure regularly, placing the candidates in 
exact order of demonstrated merit. Han state university students 
were also promoted through written tests. In the early T'ang, 
competitive written examination of recommended men still 
produced on average less than ten graduates a year. At the end 
of the seventh century the empress Wu, usurping power and 
scheming to found a new dynasty, made competitive examina¬ 
tion a tool to recruit supporters from the largely untapped talent 
of south-east China, and during successive years the number of 
degrees reached six times or more the earlier average. The T‘ang 
emperor Hsuan-tsung, retrieving the throne, improved and 
strengthened his government with a series of measures; and ex¬ 
aminations grew still more important. The number of graduates 
diminished with T'ang decline, but Sung rule revived the trend 
and in the eleventh century the annual average of final degrees 
passed twm hundred and fifty. (In addition, degrees of a lesser 
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order were conferred on many who after pcrji'tcnt effort Jiad 
failed to pats the final tcit by the age of fifty or sixty.) 'flic 
graduates could nov.* supply the greater share of civil sen ice 
posts. 

\Vith grossing reliance on cx.imin3tjon came contrivance of 
better methods, llie chief of these were in use soon after 
A.I), looo. Preliminary local tests and two tests at the c-ipital 
eliminated some ninety-nine per cent, of the contenders. 7 'hose 
who graduated were classed and numbered in order of ability. 
.All would first hold rather minor offices, but c-xaminaiion ranking 
went far to determine subsequent promotions. Each examina¬ 
tion paper was graded by three independent readers. Fair and 
objective reading was furthered by concc-xlment of candidates’ 
identities. A number replaced a candidate’s name on his paper, 
which was copied out by clerks lest his handwriting be recog¬ 
nized. 

Hie problems of suiting subject-matter and testing method 
to needed aptitudes was not so neatly solved. Debates on this 
were heated. Some premisses were unquestioned; an official 
should Inow the principles of government and human conduct; 
his training should fit him to deal with widely diverse duties and 
situations; he should be mentally acute and flc.xible. Classical 
studies served these ends by showing the foundations of morals 
and c.xcmplitying historically their bearing on political problems. 
The Classics also provided a uniform and concise body of know¬ 
ledge accessible to any scholar. Tlic studies of law, forms of offi¬ 
cial conduct, literary composition, and later liistorics provided 
more directly applicable knowledge. Most minutiae of official 
duties were left to be learned from practical experience. 

Many and ingenious written tests were devised to assess the 
results of these studies. The candidate proved his mcmoiy of 
classical WTitings by completing passages from which a few words 
were giv en as a clue. Or he was asked to summarize the esscnti.tl 
meanings and implications of designated texts from the Classics, 
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histories, formularies, or laws and ordinances, according to his 
specialization. Or he demonstrated his acumen by proposing 
solutions to problems posed by seeming conflicts of principle in 
classical authorities, or to current administrative dilemmas such 
as those of adjusting commodity supply and demand. He showed 
his originality and imagination by composing essays on themes 
presented to him He displayed his ingenuity by composing 
pieces of prose or verse for which the themes, rhymes, and 
complex forms were assigned him. 

No one kind of test was felt to be fully adequate. Simple 
textual familiarity wdth the Classics did not prove intelligence. 
Answers to questions on meaning might, with effort enough, be 
learned by rote. Questions that called for an application of 
knowledge to conflicts of principle or administrative quandaries 
might evoke original thinking, but who could grade the answers 
accurately and objectively ? Required compositions on prescribed 
topics in strictly formulated literary forms might show origin¬ 
ality and ability, and could be graded more objectively, but did 
the studies they encouraged produce the most practical officials ? 
Tests of these many kinds vi'ere multiplied and tried in vary¬ 
ing versions and combinations. A single examination might last 
through several day-long sessions. But wdien any pattern of tests 
was long in use, clever tutors and assiduous study of past examina¬ 
tions could anticipate questions and supply formulas for glib 
answers. The best of forms had to change. Some critics decried 
all forms of written test as lacking the prime requisite—detection 
of character. 

For these reasons, no doubt, competitive examination was 
applied above all to recruitment. Promotion more often came 
through other methods. Yet in its prime the examination system 
brought China’s ablest minds into government, and no other 
device promised equal results. The A'longols, who along with 
their foreign allies (like Marco Polo) could scarcely compete on a 
scholarly plane, for a time made official appointments through 
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jpon'orfliip. It \vou 1 d not dn; tn 1315 the old competition! re¬ 
turned, to continue unbroken until 1905. -U first atcraging only 
a jcorc a year, graduate number! grew under Mingand Manchu?. 
But they never comprijcd more than half those of tlie Sung. 
Thi? was partly compensated by granting loucr offices tti men 
who pa'sed the local tests. More serious was the subtle dampen¬ 
ing of original thinking. Perhaps inertia, perhaps the Liter 
dj n.ist$’ instinctive distrust of too much rcstivcnc<s, took hold. 
During the last five centuries the famous eight-legged examina¬ 
tion essay, treating.! ghen tlicmcin eight difTcrent kinds of com¬ 
position, remained in vogue, and thcpattcmsofqncstionsvaricd 
little. Regional quotas made ofltci.ildom more rcprcscntatis'c but 
limited free competition. Under Mongols and Manchus the 
ruling races .ind tltcir allies enjoyed also racial quotas and easier 
standards. For Chinese, the tests to hurdle on the u-ay to a final 
rhh‘ihi!} degree ucrc multiplied heyond belief, absorbing men¬ 
tal energies the competitors might have used more profitably. 
But csen so the system brought good men to run tlic empire, 
and won respect from Europeans who first met it in these latter 
days. 

Annual merit ratings also grew from sponsorship. Han rulers 
required that local officials submit, with their annual reports and 
accounts, tlic names of tliose who sened well in any capacity, 
that they might he promoted. Gentlemen of the court were 
rated on tlicir directness, staunchness, sclf-ahncgau'on, and per¬ 
formance in office. The T‘ang brought the system of promotion 
hy merit to the highest degree of refinement. Each year every 
0ffici.1l was checked by his superior on his possession or lack of 
four specified excellences and twenty-seven desirable qualities. 
One point could be counted for each e.xccllencc (renown for 
uprightness, conspicuous integrity and circumspection, laudable 
impartiality, or unrelaxing diligence). One point could be added 
ifhe liad one of the desirable qualities appropriate to his particu¬ 
lar office. Five points placed a man in the highest of nine merit 
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categories. No points but fairly good conduct put him in the sixth. 
A record sho-vving unjustly prejudiced actions put him in the 
seventh, self-interest and neglect of duty in the eighth, graft in 
the ninth. According to his category his salary was raised, un¬ 
changed, or reduced, and if he fell in the ninth category he was 
dismissed. Ratings over several years were balanced and, if other 
than middling, brought promotion or demotion. On paper the 
system could scarcely be improved. In operation, unbiased ob¬ 
jectivity was no easier for the Chinese superior official than 
for his modern Western confrere who faces a similar task. The 
system could not be relied on exclusively, but it supplemented 
other techniques and gained a permanent place among personnel 
practices. 

A government that so stressed suasion could hardly fail to 
emphasize morale, the first and best promoter of discipline. Fair 
treatment of officials and esprit de corps received attention early, 
and measures to attain these developed side by side with the 
techniques already described. Here only their principal features 
can be enumerated. Honours, titles, and decorations need hardly 
be mentioned. Positions were carefully classified and pay was de¬ 
termined by exact rules. Severe laws protected the subordinate 
from arbitrary exactions of his superior. Days of rest ivere 
provided at five- or ten-day periods, in addition to longer 
holidays and leave for family emergencies. Rules for advance¬ 
ment took seniority into account, along tvith performance in 
office. At seventy an official could retire on pension. Where 
inducement failed, penalty lay in reserv’-e. The more humiliating 
punishments w'ere applied sparingly after the Han, since they 
tended to damage general morale, and the superior man—the 
chun-tzv —should not need them. Where prestige was so impor¬ 
tant, threat of fine or demotion was severe, and exile or dismissal 
from the service was terrible indeed. Officials were bound by 
social pressures. Those who worked within a single administrative 
unit shared a joint legal responsibility. But in the end perhaps 
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the mmi effective janction wat that of public reputation ; good 
or had, it jurvived the indiv idual and brouglu pride or shame to 
his descendants. 

China’s political achievement, her success and tiic bounds of 
that success, certainly derived from no one political theory or 
concept, no one adminbtrativc device. They stemmed rather 
from the tot.nl energy and imagination directed into political 
life. Political ideas and systems grew from Chinese culture .nnd 
unique Chinese c.xpericnccs. In turn, they shaped the culture 
and its growth. 

Political life both advanced and channelled social change. 
Prosperity and its social effects had made the c.tpandcd examina¬ 
tions possible; the examinations in turn opened the bureaucracy 
to all the ablest, and made it also representative. Apart from 
those families of monnlly tainted origin (professional entertainers, 
and fora time merchant families), all men could equally compete 
for a governmental career. Each peasant ffimily cherished a hope 
of some day winning social distinction this tsay; foil-embroi¬ 
deries pictured the triumphal homecoming of a son who passed 
the tests at the top of the list. The hope was sometimes rc-iVucd. 
IVifh but one office to a thousand families and more, the chance 
could not be great. Bur in the Sung and later, neither high birth 
nor wealth was c'scnti.al for graduates. Not a few were poor, 
and many indeed could count no recent ancestor in office. Ivlany 
more start kanwfs no doubt entered the civil service and the 
clerical sendees through otlicr ways of recruitment. The outlook 
of government was affected by tlic bureaucrats’ varied origins; 
their districts, where their family homes remained, benefited 
abo. Erccdom of opportunity in traditional China was not that 
of our modern idc.il, or even of modern actualities, but few if 
any large pre-modern nations could rival it.» 

* The extent and tipvifiwncc of toriaJ mobility through the Chine/ic 
esaminstions have occationec much debate. The view here frtven arrees 
generally xith (reatmentj in Ho Ping-ti, Tbe Ladict ef Suetfss in In penal 
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We saw the high place accorded public welfare, both in theory 
and in administrative measures. How well was it furthered in 
practice ? The answer of course varies according to the period. 
Morale and honesty naturally declined when dynasties weakened. 
The upper ranks of officialdom, normally selected for scholar¬ 
ship and character, at times lacked vigour and wisdom; except in 
times of eunuch influence they were rarely corrupt. On lower 
levels, salaries grew inadequate in difficult times, and clerical 
employees, selected more casually, had poorer esprit de corps. 
When good men supervised them, things w'ent well, as popular 
petitions to retain such men in office demonstrated. At other 
times conditions were less happy. Laws were administered ac¬ 
cording to a carefully formulated code, revised in each dynasty. 
Legal concepts differed in several respects from those to which 
we are' accustomed. Confucian theory, distrusting laws and 
advocating persuasion, discouraged litigation and urged tlie 
settlement of disputes through voluntary agreement, in which 
the local official often played a role. Problems of social or busi¬ 
ness relationship that in Western law' might be settled by civil 
litigation were, w'hen brought to court, often governed by laws 
of conduct enforced by penalties. Still extremely severe in the 
Han, the punishments w'ere gradually lightened in later dynasties, 
those of physical mutilation being largely eliminated and capital 
crimes greatly reduced in number. Exile, forced labour, and the 
rod remained, but they were often commuted to fines varying 
according to a fixed schedule. Legal administration sought a 
justice that fitted the circumstances of each case. Where no 
irremediable damage had been done, the law provided that con¬ 
fession in advance of accusation should bring a lightened penalty 

China (New York, 1962); Chang Cliung-li, The Chinese Gentry (Seattle, 
1955); and by E. A. Kracke, Jr., in J. K. Fairbank, ed , Chinese Thought and 
Institutions, pp. 251-68 A contrary view is presented in K. A. Wittfogel, 
Oriental Despotism (New Haven, Conn., 1957), which appears to discount the 
recruitment of new men by means other than e.xamination. 
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or pardon, O^cnce.' were graver when the otTcndcd was one, stidi 
as a family elder, or ofiicial superior, Asho should coniin,ind a 
special respect from the offender. Effort was made also to con¬ 
sider special extenuating circumstances. This called for a broad 
discretion on the part of the judge. Important ca'cs sserc, how¬ 
ever, regularly reviewed by higher judicial offichals, the gravest 
receiving careful study bj- high courts at the capital. 

How did the individual Chinese citiren fare in actuality; Jly 
what standards shall vve me.isurc the performance of government 
in practice, the justice of civil order achieved, the sum of in¬ 
dividual freedom and contcntmcni? Today vve expect from 
government a stand.ird made possible through long technic.il 
advance's and the pooled political c.xpcricncc of the past. Perhaps 
the most relevant measure of China’s success in earlier ages is 
that of the tot.il impressions made on foreign witnesses, judging 
in terms of the Europe or the Xear East of their times. Such 
witnesses often criticired certain practices and customs. But 
their praise of China’s polity was almost universal. .'Vrabs re- 
marled the prevalence of literacy among all classes, and the 
honouring of business obligations. iMarco J’olo says of the last 
Sung ruler, whose Mongol successor he served: 

He Jov cd peace .and $t rietb maintained hi' kingdom in so great justice 
that none was found there ulio did evil or liicft to any tlierc, and the 
ett)- was so safe that the doors of the houses and shops and stores full of 
all vcri' dear merchandise often stayed open at night as hy day and 
nothing at all vva-. found nvi'dng there. For one could go freely through 
the whole kingdom safe and unmolc'ted by night also as by day. It 
vvpvilu be iTivpo-sihlc to tell of the great wealth and the vert great good- 
nciV vvliich is in thi< kingdom so that the ling wa' loved hy all with v erv- 
great rca<on. 

Some three centuries later the Jesuit Ricci comments, as a 
good Christian, that 

ever)’ public ofiicc is therefore fortified with and dependent on the 
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attested science, prudence, and diplomacy of tlie person assigned to it, 
whether he be taking office for the first time or is already experienced 
m the conduct of civil life. This integrity of life is prescribed by thelaw 
of [the Ming founder] Humvu, and for the most part it is lived up to, 
save in the case of such as are prone to violate the dictates of justice 
from human weakness and from lack of religious training among the 
gentiles. 

By pre-modern Islamic and European political standards, it 
would seem that China did weU.i 

The relation of political system to economic prosperity was 
complex. In providing political unity, public order, roads, 
canals, and a single currency, the state no doubt made possible 
the private commercial and industrial growth so striking in the 
Sung. To what extent was the state answerable for the slacken¬ 
ing of growth in later dynasties ? Bureaucracy, so greatly pre¬ 
dominant in society, was also in the accepted philosophy 
responsible for public welfare. This responsibility it fulfilled by 
providing granaries for famine relief, and by endeavouring to 
prevent profiteering in grain through the timing of state pur¬ 
chases and sales (the ‘ever-normal granary’ system). It also 
attempted, for extended periods, to replace private land owner¬ 
ship with state allocation of farm lands for life tenure. While 
these experiments were never wholly successful, they do not 
seem to have impeded the course of economic change. Govern¬ 
mental action w'ent further than this, however. Increasingly it 
controlled the greater enterprises, through monopolies and 
regulations. It drew to itself a growing share of the national 
income; did it use its resources to the best advantage? It found 
no full relief for the farmer’s hardships, for the problems of 

* Cf. Jean Sauvaget, Relatton de la Chine et de VInde (Paris, 1948), pp* I 7 » 
19, 21, 26; A C. Moule and Paul Peliiot, Marco Polo ; The Description of the 
World, vol. 1 (London, 1938), pp. 312-13; L. J. Gallagher, S.J, tr., China in 
the Sixteenth Century (New York, 1953), p 45, Denis Twitchett, Land Tenure 
and the Social Order in Tang and Sung China (London, 1962). 
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j:ro'.ving population, nor finallj* for those of the states own 
finances. These problems might certainly hate bafUcd most 
pre-modern governments, and some even .t state with modern 
technology at it^ call. Titc rise of more cficctitc bureaucracy had 
paralleled the rise of a new and greater economy. Did the w right 
of state economic control inhibit .a further economic growth that 
could lead to an eventual solution of these problems i On this we 
can only conjecture. 

China’s political character affected profoundly the growth of 
her sense of v.ilucs and the n.tture of her culture. Since force was 
decried and the militarj' man suspect as a threat to political 
order, the civilian ideal prevailed. Education and the literary 
arts were revered; the more as they opened the avenues to 
mundane success. The invention of printing was prompted 
by practical needs. Poetry and painting, practised by the able 
and influential, not surprisingly rose to high sophistication and 
subtlety. Through more popular arts—the drama, the storj', and 
the novel—the values and tradition of the scholarly affected the 
outlook of other classes. Most important, the duty of the scholar 
as political critic led him to habits of freedom in thought that 
reached to other realms. Individual thinkers v.crc free to inter¬ 
pret the Classics according to their lights. Tiiinkcrs of the twclftli 
century—Chu Hsi, Lu Hsiang-shan, Ch‘cn Liang—^followed 
divergent paths, and some asserted their independence even of 
classical authority. The liabit of stubborn intellectual indepen¬ 
dence, surviving the disfavour of thclatcrdynastic$,suU3ppcarcd 
in reformers like K‘ang Yu-wei at the end of the Ch'ing 
Dyn.-!5ty. 

That Chinese political institutions were sound and scrricc- 
ablc, no fact could tenify more conrindngly than their striking 
durability and continuity. The centuries that saw the fall of 
Rome saw also die wane of the Chinese empire and the found¬ 
ing of barbarian kingdom? in its principal territories. But where 
rranlidi rulers fiilcd to restore the Roman fabric, the Sui and 
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T‘ang in China restored the imperial forms so firmly that unity 
lasted, despite the fall of dynasties and foreign conquests, for 
thirteen centuries more. China’s circumstances differed front 
those of Europe. Perhaps her natural boundaries were more 
forbidding; perhaps internal economic ties were closer; perhaps 
linguistic unity was stronger. But certainly the Chinese state 
could never have outlasted these tests without the strength and 
elasticity of its administrative fabric, the stability of its political 
organism, and the willing support of its people. 

Has China’s political achievement meaning for Eastern Asia 
alone ? Could its effects have extended to the Western world ? 
When Chinese institutions reached an advanced stage of de¬ 
velopment, the growth of modern Europe was beginning. In the 
six centuries after the battle of Hastings new nations would 
emerge, transform loose feudal ties into royal regimes, and 
gradually extend their powers through working out new bureau¬ 
cratic methods and structures. 

During these centuries knowledge of Chinese institutions 
slowly found its way across the Continent. Arab merchants knew 
China well as early as the T'ang, dwelling at Canton and follow¬ 
ing the trade routes that criss-crossed the country. Their ob¬ 
servations Avere recorded in the Akhbar as-Sin uia’l-Htnd in 
the ninth century, by al-Mas‘udl in the tenth, al-MarwazT and 
IdrisI in the tivelfth. All of these took an interest in details of 
Chinese administrative practice. Europeans, through increas¬ 
ingly intimate contacts with Arabs from Spain to Egypt, could 
learn of Chinese ways as they did of Greek philosophy. At the 
end of the thirteenth century Marco Polo and others saw 
Chinese government at first hand and, though their accounts of 
this were somewhat hazy, they conveyed profound respect for 
the public order and complex organization they witnessed.‘ 

* Cf. G. F. Hudson, Europe and China (London, 1931)) especially 
pp. 154-9. 
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Wiih the iopgc? of discovery tietv source^ of information on 
Civincfc institutions began to open, and the full truth began to 
daw-n when in 1582 the Jesuits at last set foot on Chinese soil 
Versed in European knowledge and students also of Chinese 
language and uay?, these reporters of Chinese political thought 
and methods reached new planes of observation and understand¬ 
ing. Europe, which had found Polo’s talcs incredible, now 
listened e.igerly. From the verj' arrival of the Jesuits in China, 
annual volumes of tlitir letter? were distributed by their presses 
in many parts of Europe, 'Ehrougliont the cightecntlj century 
selected letters and cs'.avs were reprinted in sets running to 
dozen? of volumes. Dc Mailla’s history of China, based on 
standard Chinese works and finally issued in Paris in 1783, filled 
twelve tomes. Jesuit translations of Chinese Classics had mean- 
vv Idle appeared, 'niete v.ariou.s writings were commonly issued in 
Latin, understood in all lettered circles, and reprinted also in 
many of the vernacular langu.igc.s. 

Perhaps the greatest influence of China’s tradition was less 
through partieuhvr notions than through its total impact on 
European politic.vl thougln. Chinese ideas were most in vogue in 
the century preceding the French Revolution, the very time 
when new theories of government were rife. To tlic fltmiliar 
Greco-Roman lieritagc China added fresh attitudes and theories. 
.And if China was painted in sometimes unduly utopian colours, 
her prestige did not lose at the time. Leibniz wrote in 1697 with 
some restraint eonccruing much of China’s culture, but noted 
with surprise that it still surpassed the European in compre¬ 
hending the precepts of civil life, ‘It is difficult to describe’, he 
said, ‘bow beautifully the laws of the Chinese, in contrast to 
those of other peoples, arc directed to the achievement of public 
tranquillity and die establishment of social order.’A’okairc found 
China the ide.al state ruled patcmalistically by an enlightened 
despot. Quesnay and the phpiocrats, in the sevcntcen-sixties, 
m.ide it their ideal. As the Cliincse emperor, in his ceremonial 
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ploughing, honoured farming as the basis of societp, the French 
dauphin and the Austrian emperor performed a similar cere¬ 
mony. A mid-eighteenth-century Dorset farmer of liberal 
political views reportedly named his fields after sages, including 
Confucius, Solon, Lycurgus, and Cicero. Dupont de Nemours 
chid a lady who carped at his economic views for her ignorance 
of Confucius.I 

Chinese political ideas and practices, now common coinage of 
European thinking, were turned to use more easily. And if they 
lost their Chinese label in the process, their influence would not 
be lessened, since partisan use of China’s prestige could bring 
partisan reaction, and instinctive conservatism and national 
pride resisted foreign importations. Europe’s long and repeated 
encounters with Chinese governmental ideas also helped in 
practical ways. A political idea was harder to borrow than a 
product like silk or a technique like printing. Chinese ideas made 
little sense to feudal Europe. Their full utility came only when 
the rise of modern states provided institutional trunks on which 
the new sprouts could be grafted. Strategic situations for their 
introduction were often long in arriving. 

Some perhaps found their way into Western thought quite 
early. The petitioner’s drum is an interesting case. Ninth- 
century Arab accounts tell of its use in China, but called it a 
bell. Thereafter Arab writers ascribe petitioners’ bells to ancient 
Persia. Still later chronicles of Europe attribute similar bells to 
Theodosius the Great and Charlemagne. Islamic and European 

' Cf. Hudson, op. cit., pp.298-302,308-29, D. F. Lach, ThePreface toLeib- 
ntz’s Novtssttna Stntca (Honolulu, 1957), pp- 69-70; idem, ‘China and the Era 
of the Enlightenment’, Thejotirnal of Modern History, vol. xiv (1942), pp. 209- 
23; idem. The Impact of Asia tn Europe, vol. 1, Asia in iheEyes of the JFeSf 
The Sixteenth Century (Chicago, 1963); L. A Maverick, China a Model for 
Europe (San Antonio, Texas, 1946) A thirty-four-volume set of letters pub¬ 
lished in Paris m 1703-76 emphasized China strongly. Re-editions appeared in 
1780-3, i8io, 1819, and 1829-32. A set of Jesuit essays on China, published 
in 1776-1814, reached sixteen volumes. 
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vcmons have simiiar detail'; did a Chinese idea find its echo in 
medieval Western legend ? Recent research suggests that Chi¬ 
nese method', reported by the Arabs, perhaps also found con¬ 
crete applications in medieval Europe heretofore unsuspected.* 

From the early cighteentli century methods and practices first 
evolved in China found use in Europe with great frequency. At 
times a Chinese origin may be suggested by the appearance of 
Chinese ideas in association or by the known presence of a special 
interest in China at the time and place the practice appears. 
Even at Leibniz praised Chinese examinations, the court of 
Brandenburg, where lie had close contact.', c.vpcrimcnted with 
such a system, and then or soon after with the cvcr-normal 
granary aho. Ideas already known to the W’est were sometimes 
partly or wholly rccommunicatcd later. Chinese contact 
tlirough the East India Company seemingly played a role in 
British adoption of a civil service c.xamination system in the 
nineteenth century.* A Chinese scholar contributed towards 
the conception of the cver-normal granaiy in the United States 
under the latter Roosevelt.^ 

Still other political concepts appeared in the West in forms 
suggesting Chinc.'c prototypes. In most cases we can scarcely 
hope for evidence to show beyond a doubt whether or not the 
idea or its application was at some point inspired by Chinese 
precedent. Organs resembling the Censorate appear more than 

’ Cf. Ssuvages, op. cit^ p. iS; Aloys Sprenger, tr.. Ma»‘ucll, 7 heMeaSoKs 
rf GtU eni Mir.cs cj Gtr-s, \oI. t, pp 318-31; Sir Henry Vule, tr , Hcnn 
Cordicr, ed., Catbay and the Jl'ay Thither (London, 1915), vol. i, p. too; 
Chirlei Stran, tr., Getta Rirattorurt (London, n d.), p. 231; Philip Str.auch, 
yttvi/n TnlkfU if’erke (Hanover, 1S91). p. 5r3. On other Chinese methods 
in medieval Europe a ttudy by H. G. Creel, Muhsin Mahdi, and Robert 
Hiriwetl it in progre«, 

* Cf. Lach, Letbniz, pp. 5^, 7*, ic,; S Y. Teng, 'Chinese Influence on the 
Weiterr. Examination System', llarxcrd Journal of AtiatU Studtes, %ol. vii 

pp. s6r-3*=. 

* DeiS. Bodde, Far Fcttt'n Quarterly, vol. v (1945-6), pp. 4131!. 
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once in the eighteenth century. In modern states tve see a trend 
to copy the Swedish public defenders who inspect local ad¬ 
ministration, listen to private complaints, defend civil liberties, 
and bring action against delinquent officials. Such defenders, it 
seems, existed at least by 1724, and could sue even the king.' 
Events of Chinese legal history, too, are echoed. Han emperors, 
to weaken feudal power, decreed that properties of all nobles 
should be divided equally among their heirs. The same expedient 
served monarchs in Europe to check a troublesome aristocracy, 
and New World statesmen as a tool for social levelling. The re¬ 
sort to constitutional checks and balances and the merit-rating 
systems again recall their Chinese analogues. The parallels are 
striking in their number, and systematic studies on them hate 
only begun. Research will no doubt discover further connect¬ 
ing threads. But the full extent of Western indebtedness must 
remain obscure. 

What further may yet be learned from Chinese political e.x- 
perience ? Probably few Chinese administrative methods appli¬ 
cable to modern needs remain untried. But China’s political 
history may still instruct us. Our modern bureaucracies have not 
been tested ver}' long, and their stores of experience are limited. 
In China we may examine a bureaucratic history of two thou¬ 
sand years. The records afford us abundant detail on government 
and its problems. We can trace the play of political, social, and 
economic forces within a bureaucratic context, and learn where 
trends and policies have led. Some of what we learn may quicken 
our minds in meeting problems of our own China sought a way 
to join together practical method with the vision of a state that 
ministered to its citizens’ needs, to balance force with an appeal 
to the good that Confucians found in unfettered human instinct. 
If their ideal could not be fully realized, their effort helped to 

' Cf. Dispute Beticecn King and Senate of Stceden 1756 (London, 
p 12; J E Maccoll in New Fabi.in Research Bureau, Democratic Sweden 
(London, 193S), p. 34. The official in question is called the justttie-ombudsman. 
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bnnp into being a great and lasting civilization. Our study of 
China's institutions may in the future, as in tlic past, acid to our 
common political heritage. E. A. Krackt, Jr. 
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Together with this linguistic expansion and the literary and 
ideological influences which went with it, there were various 
other elements of Chinese culture which left an indelible im¬ 
print on Korea, Vietnam, and Japan. Architecture and the arts 
in all three countries were profoundly influenced by China; in 
painting this was partly an effect of the introduction of the 
Chinese script, for the use of the brush in writing and the art of 
calligraphy had the same results as in China on the technique of 
rendering forms on a flat surface. In the sphere of popular cus¬ 
tom and usage an extremely important mark of‘sinicization’ was 
the use of chopsticks for eating; for the common man in the Far 
East no line so definitely divided civilized people from bar¬ 
barians as that which separated men M'ho consumed their food 
with chopsticks from those who used their fingers or in later 
times such inferior instruments as knives and forks. 

There was, however, one great difference between Korea and 
Vietnam on the one hand and Japan on the other with regard to 
the reception of Chinese civilization. Japan was never politically 
under Chinese rule, whereas a part of Korea and the whole of 
the original Vietnam (equivalent to the modern Tongking) were 
at one time Chinese imperial territory, so that Chinese civiliza¬ 
tion took root in these areas through actual Chinese settlement 
and administration. In Korea the Han Dynasty of China sub¬ 
dued the north-western part of the country towards the end of 
the second century b.c. and created there the province of Lo- 
lang "with its capital at Pyongyang. Archaeological excavations 
have showm that this became a rich and flourishing Chinese 
colony where an upper class of Chinese officials and merchants 
copied the fashions and luxuries of Changan and Loyang; the 
mass of the people no doubt continued to speak Korean, but 
became more or less assimilated to the economic and social 
order introduced by their conquerors. The north-eastern and 
southern parts of Korea remained unsubdued by China and 
relatitely primitive, but came under an increasing Chinese 



China and ike IForld 

influence through trade and tribal diplomatic cojitactj. Then 
early in the fourtlt century A,.t). Lo-lang was overnm by the 
native Korean kingdom of Koguryo, which had had its centre on 
tlic upper Valu and by its expansion became heir to the Chinese 
citilization of Pyongyang. I'rom this time onwards there was no 
CiiincAc colonial rule in Korea, iJiough China under the T'atig 
Dj nasty intertened successfully in the internecine wars of 
Korean states, and the kingdom of Silla, which unified Korea 
politically with Chinese aid, acknowledged a tributary relation 
to China while retaining full independence in internal affairs, 
'riii' status of Korea as an independent state under a formal 
Chinese suzerainty became traditional and persisted until China 
was compelled to renounce the suzerainty after the Sino- 
japanese War of 1S94. 

The history of ^'ictnam followed a similar course except for 
the fact that Chinese rule lasted much longer; established under 
the Han D)Tia$ty about the same time as the founding of Lo- 
lang, it lasted in Tongking, the lower basin of the Red river, 
for appro.ximately a thousand years. In the end, however, the 
Chinese were driven out by a native revolt, and ^'ictnam be¬ 
came, like Korea, independent, but tributary to China. The 
^'ietnamese were ethnically of the same stock ns the Nan-jucJi 
people who in ancient times inhabited a large part of South 
China, but were there absorbed by Chinese immigrants from the 
north; only in Tongking did the race sur\ it e and form a distinct 
nation which achicted its separate existence as a state after 
being for centuries part of a Chinese-administered society. In 
later times the Wetnamese themselves became a conquering 
people, e.xtending their borders towards the south; they sub¬ 
dued and absorbed the Chams, a people of derivative Indian 
culture in what is now- South Vietnam, and took the Mekong 
delta from the Cambodians. Today the boundary between the 
traditional spheres of Indian and Chinese civilization coincides 
with the Vietnamese frontier with Cambodia and Laos. 
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Both Korea and Vietnam, though geographically secluded hy 
mountain ranges and sea gulfs, were countries of the mainland of 
Asia and accessible to Chinese armies. Japan, on the other hand, 
separated by a hundred miles of sea from Korea and by more 
than four hundred from the east coast of China, was virtually 
out of reach of continental Asian powers, and the only serious 
attempt at invasion from the mainland—by the Mongols in the 
thirteenth century—^was a failure. The Japanese received Chi¬ 
nese civilization, not because it was implanted in their country 
by conquest, but because their contact with it led them to ad¬ 
mire and envy it and seek to acquire it. The knowledge of it 
was obtained partly from Chinese and Koreans who came to 
Japan as craftsmen, teachers of writing, or Buddhist monks, and 
partly through Japanese who made the voyage to Korea or China 
as diplomatic envoys or students. In the seventh and eighth 
centuries embassies to China became large-scale expeditions; in 
addition to the crews of the ships hundreds of people sailed with 
them and returned to Japan full of zeal to transform the customs 
and institutions of their own country so as to make it worthy of 
comparison with the T‘ang empire. Their enthusiasm for China 
did not, however, incline them to accept any tributary relation 
with the Chinese court; the belief in the special divine origin of 
the Japanese monarchy was incompatible with subordination to 
any other earthly ruler. For a period in the fourteenth and fif¬ 
teenth centuries Japanese shoguns—military commanders who 
governed in the name of pow'crless emperors—did pay tribute 
to China in order to obtain trading privileges in Chinese ports, 
but after 1549 this practice ceased, so that Japan thereafter re¬ 
mained outside the Chinese system of vassal states. 

The linguistic ascendancy of Chinese was also greater in Korea 
and Vietnam than in Japan. In Korea and Vietnam the native 
languages were culturaUy smothered by the introduction of 
Chinese, and although they produced a literature of folk-poetr)'' 
and ballads, nearly all serious writing by the educated class was 



China and the World .i-15 

in Chinese. In Korea a phonetic system for writing the Korean 
langu.igc wa< in\cntcd in the fifteenth century, but until its 
adoption as the national script in recent times it never succeeded 
in making Korean a rhal to Chinese as a Htcrarj language. 
In japan, liowcvcr, although Chinese established itself as the 
language of learned writing, a purely Japanese court poetry 
flourished from the seventh century onwards and a literature 
of novel and drama in Japanese was aftersvards added, so that 
the national culture was able to express itself without excessive 
dependence on a foreign tongue. The Japanese language ulti¬ 
mately became one in Avliich words of Japanese and words of 
Chinese origin were mi.xed together, and the characters of the 
Chinese script could usually be read with either a Japanese or 
a modified Chinese spoken equivalent. The Japanese also dc- 
\ eloped in the ninth century two phonetic syllabaries for writing 
their owm language, but they did not discard Chinese characters, 
preferring to use them for the main tsords in a sentence tvliile 
inserting signs from the syllabaries to indicate elements of the 
agglutinatii e Japanese speech tvhich have no parallel in Chinese; 
tlius modern Japanese isTiting is a mixture of Chinese characters 
{kanji) and syllabic signs {knna). This combination is typical of 
the mingling of purely Chinese elements wdth original Japanese 
traits in the traditional culture of Japan. 

Sociallj and politically also Chinese institutions were modified 
through being imitated outside China, and much more so in 
Japan than in Korea or Vietnam. The Chinese system of govern¬ 
ment through a ci%-il «crvicc recruited by competitive examina¬ 
tions went through sctcral phases of detelopmcnt; only by 
degrees and with many setbacks did it prevail over tendencies 
tmvards consolidation of hereditary' aristocratic privilege in 
Chinese society. When the system was transplanted to other 
countric' it was easier to copy its outward forms than to give it 
the broad social basis which it ultimately acquired in China. It 
was more or less succcs'fully established, though on a narrower 
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social basis, m Korea and Vietnam, especially the foimcr. In 
Japan no serious attempt was ever made to introduce the carricre 
onveite aux talents-, although a bureaucratic administration 
modelled on that of T'ang China was created in the seventh 
century, its higher offices were confined to a small ring of noble 
families, and from the twelfth century onwards political develop¬ 
ment moved away from the Chinese model towards a type of 
feudalism in many ways similar to that of medieval Europe. By 
the time Western nations came into contact with East Asia after 
the opening of the oceanic trade routes there was a wide diver¬ 
gence between the political institutions of China and Japan. The 
shoguns of the Tokugawa family who governed Japan from 1603 
to 1868 were patrons of Chinese scholarship and Confucian 
philosophy, but the political system they sustained with its 
numerous hereditary fiefs was far removed from the mandarinate 
of contemporary China. 

In the sphere of the arts the story was much the same, Korea 
and Vietnam showing a much closer approximation than Japan 
to the course of their development in China. In Korea a marked 
creative originality was shown in the great Koryo celadon wares, 
but on the whole Chinese aesthetic models remained dominant, 
curbing the growth of a characteristic national art. In Japan, on 
the other hand, architecture took a turn away from the Chinese 
tradition m a new direction in the eleventh century, and about 
the same time the style of painting called Tamatoe or ‘Japanese 
pictures’ developed on lines for which there were no Chinese 
precedents. Later on there were two further important infusions 
of Chinese artistic influence into Japan—that of the ink-painting 
of the Sung and Yuan periods which conquered Japan in the 
fifteenth century and that of the wen-jen-hiia or ‘literary man’s 
painting’ which created a new fashion in the seventeenth. But 
after each new wave of Chinese influence there was a revival of 
Yamatoe, and from this background arose in the eighteenth 
century the school of Ukiyoe, the art of the colour-prints of 
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Haninobu, Sharaku, and Hokusai, winch, however ‘Far Eastern’ 
to the ■\Vcstcm eye, is profoundly un-Chincsc. 

Japan, nevertheless, whatever the degree of her deviation, 
belongs historicallv to the sphere in which Chinese civiliration 
has been dominant. Outside this splicrc China’s influence in the 
world has been mainly an effect of trade and occasionally of 
Chinese emigration and settlement in areas where the prevailing 
institutions and t\ay of life have not been of Chinese origin. 
Within the last three centuries moreover there has been an 
important influence of Chinese thought in the Western world, 
but this has not been, as in China’s traditional sphere of cultural 
ascendancy, the result of relatively primitive peoples receiving 
citilizaiion from a country of more advanced development, but 
the outcome of the intellectual interest of a rival civilization 
(which has prevailed over China’s own) in the Chinese cultural 
heritage. 

Chinese contacts in ancient times with the other main areas 
of civilization in the Old World—India, Western z\sia, and 
the lands round the Tvlediterrancan—were established tilmost 
entirely through an export trade in which the most important 
commodity was silk. I'hc production of silk was then a Chinese 
monopoly and the Chinese word for it was the origin of one of 
the U\o names by which the Chinese themselves were knomt to 
the Romans—Seres or ‘the silk people’, the other name Sinac 
being derived from Ch‘in (or Ts'in), the name of the great 
imperial dynasty of the third century n.c., nhich is also the 
original of our ‘China’. The main route for the silk trade ran 
t)\erland to the west from North China through the modern 
Sinkiang across the Pamirs to northern Iran and on to S}Tia and 
the Mediterranean, with a branch southward to India from the 
upper O.xus. There was also a maritime traffic by the South 
China Sea and the Indian Ocean, and another commodity ex¬ 
ported westward by the sea routes was cinnamon bark, whicli 
was produced from ctiltivatcd trees in Kwangsi. Cinnamon was 
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much in demand and fetched high prices as a spice in the Roman 
empire, but the Romans did not know where it came from; as it 
was sold in East African ports, they believed it to be an African 
product. The Arabs, however, were aware of its source and 
called it ddr svnl or ‘Chinese bark’. 

In both these products the Chinese eventually lost their 
monopoly ofproduction, but they had been the original suppliers. 
The technique of rearing silkworms spread gradually from China 
to south-east Asia and just after the middle of the sixth century 
eggs of the silkmoth were smuggled to Syria, where a new silk 
industry grew up within the borders of the Roman empire and 
was later extended to the Mediterranean lands of Europe. 
Cinnamon likewise came to be produced commercially outside 
China, for it was discovered in Ceylon that a local wild variety 
of the tree could compete with Chinese cinnamon if it was 
cultivated. In later times Ceylon has been the principal supplier 
of the world market in this commodity, which has, however, 
declined in importance among spices, just as spices in general 
have long since lost the outstanding importance which they had 
in long-distance international trade in ancient and medieval 
times. 

Although West Asia and Europe were no longer dependent on 
China for supplies of raw silk after they had developed their own 
silk industries, the former export trade in the raw material was 
to some extent replaced during the Middle Ages by exports of 
decorated Chinese textiles—damasks and brocades—and this 
had effects which were not merely economic but also aesthetic, 
for such textiles became a means whereby the specific Chinese 
feeling for visual form was transmitted to the Islamic world and 
even to Europe. This influence was reinforced by that of Chinese 
decorated pottery and porcelain; in particular, Chinese celadon 
W’ares had an enormous vogue in Moslem countries and were 
traded as far w'est as Morocco. Chinese painting as such was 
not then appreciated outside the sphere of dominant Chinese 
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civilization, but Chincjc pictorial motifs and conventions were 
reproduced in textiles and ceramics and thus widelp diffused 
through trade in these commodities. Their influence can be 
traced in the medieval art of Iran. Europe, bowever, was very 
little affected by it until after the oceanic routes to East Asia 
round Africa and across the Pacific had been opened up. But by 
the seventeenth century substantial quantities of Chinese textiles 
and porcelain were reacliing the European market and to these 
was added lacquer furniture, also a medium of Chinese dccora- 
th c design. 

In the eighteenth century the vogue of ckinoiseric in Europe 
was wide and far-reaching. It had, it is true, only a slight effect 
on the fine arts in the narrow sense; histories of the major 
architecture and painting of the period can be written witliout 
reference to Far Eastern art, though even here the development 
of tlie ‘Chinesc-English style’ of gardens as an adjunct to archi¬ 
tecture was important and a subtle Chinese influence can be 
detected in the painting of Watteau. But throughout the whole 
range of the decorative and industrial arts of eighteenth-century 
Europe—^in furniture and interior decoration, in porcelain and 
enamels, in paper-hangings and screens, in costumes and em¬ 
broideries, and in KUinkunsi earr ings of all kinds—the factor of 
chinoiscrie is of great significance.' Tlicre rvcrc three categories 
of objects to which the term is applicable as a s}'mptom of 
eighteenth-century European taste—first, genuine Chinese pro¬ 
ducts made in the first place for the Chinese home market but 
bought in China by European merchants; second, European 
imitations of Chinese designs—of which ‘willow-pattern cltina’ 
is a good example; and third, ‘Chinese export art’ or goods 
produced in China, mostly in Canton, specially for the European 
market, often on commission from European trading companies 
or even from private individuals who sent their instructions to 

* On this subject Hugh Honour'* CWna/imV {London, 1961) is an excellent 
uj^to-date {line}’ with useful bibliographical note*. 
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China through merchants making the journey there. Only ob¬ 
jects in the first category displayed to Europeans the genuine 
qualities of Chinese art, and then at a relatively low level, since 
the foreign merchants never concerned themselves with what 
Chinese scholar-connoisseurs regarded as art; European imita¬ 
tions of Chinese work necessarily transformed the spirit of their 
originals, and Chinese work done specially for the European 
market hardly less so, since the producer was catering not for 
native taste, but for a Western conception of things Chinese. 
Nevertheless a strong flavour of China penetrated through all 
these distortions and adaptations, and deeply affected the aes¬ 
thetic sensibility of Europe in that age, as manifested in the 
rococo style. It was much more than a mere superficial fashion 
for the strange and exotic; the rococo, for all its frivolities, was 
a serious exploration of new possibilities in art, of a new world 
of feeling and imagination. Above all, it was the new materials 
of porcelain and lacquer which in themselves opened up new 
horizons for decorative enterprise and naturally brought with 
them the forms and colours of their homeland. Porcelain was the 
Chinese product par excellence-, it w'as ‘china’. Its fascination for 
European taste in the early years of the eighteenth century and 
the corresponding enthusiasm for the country of its origin were 
well expressed by the lines of a French poet: 

Qu’elle a d’attraits, qu’elle est fine! 

Elle est native de la Chine. 

Brocades, damasks, and embroidered silks and satins—satin 
probably originally derived its name from the port of Chuan¬ 
chow in Fukien known to Marco Polo as Zaytun—were also 
brought back to Europe in large quantities by factors and seamen 
of the East India trading companies, and made Europe familiar 
not only with Chinese decorative patterns but also with the 
Chinese sense of colour Evelyn notes in his Diary for 22 June 
1664, of the liveliness of the colours in some Chinese fabrics he 
had seen, that ‘for splendour and vividness we have nothing in 
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Kuropc that approaches it’. It became an aristocratic fashion 
during the eiglitecnth centurj* to liavc ‘Chinese rooms’ in which 
Chinese silk coverings, porcelain jars, and lacquer cabinets were 
combined with Chinese wall-papers. Tlic last, though they were 
seldom on a liigh artistic level, were most of all an innovation, 
for the use of painted or printed paper to cover walls had not 
previously been known in Europe. For some time all wall-papers 
w’cre imports from China, but European artisans soon began to 
imitate and compete in the production of these articles of trade, 
and eventually captured the market for themsehes. 

U’hcrcas the influence on European taste of Chinese porcelain, 
lacquer, silk textiles, and wall-papers was c.xerted through the 
actual importing of such objects into Europe, the influence of 
the Chinese garden, which was not physically transportable, was 
less direct. An attractitc idea of Chinese gardens was built up 
in the European mind by representations of them in scenes de¬ 
picted in porcelain or lacquer—the ‘willow-pattern’ designs were 
ultimately derived from the famous gardens of Soochow*—but 
actual observation of them was confined to Europeans who went 
to China—either the Jesuit missionaries wJio had opportunities 
to see gardens of the imperial p.ilaccs or merchants who could 
view' humbler .specimens of the art at Canton or other ports. 
Among the latter was the English architect Chambers, w’ho 
visited China in his youth in the scn icc of the Swedish East 
India Company, and later w'ent there a second time for study. 
Chambers became the pioneer of the ‘CbJncsc-English garden’, 
which had an even greater vogue in France and Germany than 
in England, where its best-known relic is the pagoda in Kew' 
Gardens. 'Fliis style contrasted by the ast’mmetry and irregularity 
of its compositions with the symmetry' and geometrical forms of 
classical European gardcn.s, yet was differentiated by the arti- 
fici.ilit}' of its rockeries, bridges, and miniature pavilions from 
the park-like ‘natural’ gardens which had been developed in 
opposition to the Ilalianatc tradition. 
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The Chinese aesthetic influence on Europe in the cUinr/’' 
centur}’^ was limited in its range and to some critic? bs srrtrn: 
merely a trivial matter of exotic fashions, but it vas certairb c;* 
of the main factors in the emergence of the rococo st};:, r.c 
rococo is a not unimportant part of the heritage of 
art. That Europe w as at that time so receptive to inflt.cr.ee fr n 
the Far East was due to the fact that contemporart- China ccf r 
furnish so much that was in accord with the mooc}of.ar!';::.'Jt 
Europe in the period between }c Rot Soldi snfl the hrcr„'< 
Revolution. It must be repeated that the clasfscal at*, si 
China was inaccessible to Europeans in that age; what aU'Ji.c- 
them was the decorative style of the early Ch‘ing a..- 

that was part of the culture of a society not unlihe tneir . 
The inspiration of rococo was neither the glory of m. >i ” 
heroism of warriors, nor the grandeur of princes .and stiUS.?..., 
but the life of aristocratic leisure in its more rchixcd, piaj 
sentimental moods, and this outlook as it prevailed in 
Europe in the last epoch of tlie cfincn regime had much in C". ^ 
mon ^^it}l the spirit of Chinese scholar-gentry in ICngvlu-A 
Soocliow about the same time. Rococo docs not belons: lO t.u 
hcigliis of European art any more than/rtWiV/^* t’cr//'price--*'' 
ranks among tlie greatest acliievcments of Clunese 
but it created a unique world of the imagination which 
claim at least one artist of the first rank. In the word.' t<* 
Reichwein: 

'Hic ddic.'ite tones of porcebin, the vaporous colours ol j;!*, J-'- ■ 
things that c to tlit- rococo world its charm and grace, arc, a'> rt'.'rr". 
ciuhrincd in the painting: of \\atic.iu. 'rhere i' nothir.v m* tt y " 
idea that Watteau a* a painter rc.iUy rcccited am i'pprr^’r" 
Chinese lamhcapc p.-jtnting, Inst at the ?.ame snne it i* 

h'Jie-.e jonethttipofj.j, .cchniqtic wa* hort-oued from Chici “ 

vodd y.j he at all surprising in dew of the afilnity of-fc-l'T' 
nipcr.<h:jt>,bnte of Onerttsl nnJeh would has.e prsju*.'>d ph'd-' '' 
.... T i.c fantareie forir.s ufioj jr.f.ur.tain* },c 1 au or* ir •' 
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«:i!i hn o'\n ejes' the I'lciningc had not ^iiotvn them to him; but they 
do civ rc'cmWe the Chinctc form*. 'Hie darker tone of the contours is 
Chinc'c «nd 'o i« the curious manner of indicating clouds. The use of 
monochrome colouring for background landscape, such as W.atteau 
loses, i< one of the mon prominent characteristics of Chinese landscape 
palming.' 

'I'he asccnd.mcy of die rococo style in Europe did not last 
long, but more enduring was tlie liabit of drinking tea wiiich 
came from Cliina along with the porcelain pots and cups used for 
serving it. I'ea was introduced into tlic \^’cstcrn world from the 
Far Ea't about tlic same time as coffee, which came from Arabia 
by way of the Ottoman empire, and the consumption of both 
beverages went on «prc.ading until today it is difficult to imagine 
the materia! life of ages in tshich they were unknown. Tea be¬ 
came the most important commodity in European trade with 
Chin.i, for the demand continually grew and until the second 
quarter of the nineteenth century China was the only source of 
supply. Etentunlly, however, British enterprise in India suc¬ 
ceeded in producing a marketable tea by cultivation of a wdld 
variety of the tea plant growing in Assam, and soon afterwards 
tea was also successfully cultivated in Ceylon. Thus China lost 
her monopoly of tea c.\port just as in antiquity she had lost her 
monopolies of silk and cinnamon, but the trade in ‘China tea’ 
continued to be important, as it retained qualities of its own not 
reproduced in the Indian product. Ginger—though its traffic 
was never comparable in economic importance with that of 
tea—was another Chinese product which became prominent in 
the ov erseas food supplies of Europe and has traditionally been 
sold in jars of Chinese manufacture. Finally, the whole practice 
of Chinese cookery has been c.\portcd to the West, and Chinese 
restaur.ants have become an established feature of most Western 
cities. The taste for Clu’nesc cooking was spread partly through 

’ Chira aid Europe (London, 1915), pp. 47-4S. 

A a 


sneu 



354 


Conclusion 


the return to their own countries of Europeans and Americans 
who had lived in China or Far Eastern places of Chinese settle¬ 
ment such as Singapore or Saigon, and partlp through ‘china- 
towns’ which sprang up in the seaports of Western countries, 
and particularly in Cahfornia, during the later part of the nine¬ 
teenth century. 

The Chinatowns of the West were outliers of an emigration 
the main volume of which went to south-east Asia in the same 
period and has created the communities collectively known to¬ 
day as the Overseas Chinese. This emigration has come almost 
entirely from areas of congested population in the provinces of 
Kwangtung and Fukien on the south coast of China, and neither 
followed in the wake of Chinese political expansion nor until 
recent times received any considerable backing or protection 
from the Chinese government. Chinese merchants were trading 
round the South China Sea as far as Malaya and Java from 
medieval times, but the Chinese imperial monarchy took very 
little interest in the maritime commercial activities of its sub¬ 
jects except when its capital was at Nanking or Hangchow— 
which has never been the case since 1421 though the series of 
tribute-collecting voyages in the South Seas and Indian Ocean 
initiated by the third emperor of the Ming Dynasty went on 
until 1433. Thereafter the Chinese trading settlements in the 
South Seas countries were left very much to their own devices; 
they were established in areas which were already permeated 
with the influences of non-Chinese civilizations—Indo-Buddhist 
in Burma, Siam, and Cambodia, Islamic in Malaya and Indo¬ 
nesia, and Catholic European from the sixteenth century in the 
Philippines—and thus, instead of assimilating the native in¬ 
habitants to their own culture and tvay of life, they tended to 
form more or less self-contained minority groups. The economic 
development of south-east Asian countries by European coun¬ 
tries in the late nineteenth century brought a new influx of 
Cliinese population, for the most part of a more proletarian 
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character than the earlier settlers; whereas it had been Chinese 
of the merchant class who cstablislicd thcmscUcs in South Seas 
ports the better to carr}' on local trade, it was now landless 
peasants and tinemploj'cd labourers who came south on Euro¬ 
pean steamships to escape from grinding poserty in their oscr- 
populatcd homeland. This kind of emigration, in svhich hardly 
any members of the Chinese educated class participated, did not 
has’c much effect in spreading Chinese cis-ili^ation, svhich ssas in 
any case by this time being os ersshelmed by the impact of the 
West on China herself. The Os-erseas Chinese maintained their 
ethnic identity in their countries of settlement and, as a result 
of the Chinese family system presers'ing close tics ssith relatives 
left behind in China, they have also presented a political prob¬ 
lem throughout south-east Asia; but they base not had enough 
demographic or cultural preponderance to create new nations, 
as has-c emigrants from Europe in tltc U.S,A., Canada, or Latin 
America, and their cultural, as distinct from their economic and 
political, importance has been small. 

It remains to mention an influence of Chinese civilization 
which has been a consequence neither of Chinese conquests nor 
of c.vport trade nor of settlements abroad, but of European 
intellectual interest in China stimulated by observations and 
studies made by European travellers and residents in China. This 
interest has been culturally important in two periods separated 
by an interval of relative indifference; the first began with the 
mission of the Jesuit Mattco Ricci, who reached Peking in 
the year 1600, and continued until the third quarter of the 
eighteenth centurj-, while the second, wdiich still continues, 
dates from about tltc beginning of the twentieth century. The 
Jesuit missions, initiated with the design of converting China to 
Catholic Christianity, but leading in that context to a scholarly 
study of Chinese ci\ ilization and a flow of information about it to 
Europe, had the parado.tical result that the Jesuits’ revelation of 
China to the West had more far-reaching effects in Christendom 
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tJian tlicir own teaching had on the Chinese.* This was due 
to the fact that Chinese civilization in the seventeenth and 
eighteenth centuries had attained such a degree of intellectual 
stability and self-sufficiency that it was difficult to make any im¬ 
pression on it except in the limited field of mathematical and 
natural sciences, whereas in Europe there was an active ques¬ 
tioning of traditional religious and philosophical conceptions 
which rendered the European mind open to the influence of new 
ideas from any quarter. Confucianism thus came to have a con¬ 
siderable effect on European—or more particularly French— 
thought in the eighteenth century; this influence went along 
with a general respect for contemporary China as a powerful 
empire, more populous than any of the states of Europe and of 
comparable civilization. In the nineteenth centurj'' this attitude 
was replaced by one of contempt for China; under the political 
and economic pressures of the West the Chinese empire now 
appeared pitifully tveak and incapable, and the whole Chinese 
waj' of lifb stagnant and degenerate. For the new European 
liberalism China was a country afflicted with all the evils of 
despotism, superstition, and scientific ignorance, while the 
Christian mis'^ionaries, whether Catholic or Protestant, were far 
less tolerant towards ‘heathen’ China during the nineteenth 
century than the Jesuits had been. Western ‘sinological’ studies 
continued and technically made great advances, but it ^\as not 
until the last years of the century that there was once more in 
the West a sympathetic appreciation of Chinese culture, and it 
then differed significantly from the eighteenth-century enthu¬ 
siasms for chinoiserir or for Confucius; it was directed towards 
the China of the past rather than the present, and it concen¬ 
trated on the heritage of Chinese art, particularly on that of 
the golden age of T‘ang and Sung, with much less emphasis on 
the Confucian virtues and much more on the mystical and 

’ On tlie fesuits in Chin.i see A. II. Row botliam, Missionary and Mandarin 
(Berkeley and Los Angelc', 194a). 
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contemplative ?idc nf tlic Chinese philosophical tradition. This 
modern angle of interest in Chinese ci\ili2ation~.and it h.as, of 
course, to be distinguished from interest in the current moderni- 
vation of China under the impact of economic, poliiic.il, .and 
intellectual factors emanating from the West—reflects, as did 
tlic European regard for Cltina in the eighteenth centur), cul¬ 
tural preoccupations of the time; in the days of \’oltairc and 
Quesnay it seemed that the Europe of the aiicien regime might 
have something to learn from the China of K'ang-h'i and Ch'icn- 
lung, whereas in an age of secular, industrial, and positivist 
cis'ili^ation tshich has invented automation and thermo-nuclear 
\scapons, tlicrc is more disposition to consider the wisdom of the 
T/Jo te thing or Ch‘.an Buddhism. 

In the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries the knowledge of 
China transmitted to Europe by the Jesuits was quite different 
from that which was brought home by merchants. The latter 
had no contact with the world of the Ciiincse literati or with 
the imperial court; tlicy did not learn to read and write the 
Chinese language nor did they study Chinese literature. The 
Jesuits, on the other side, while commending themselves to 
Cliincsc offici.ildom as indispensable experts in mathematics and 
astronomy—in winch they took advantage of the scientific pro¬ 
gress of Europe—sought to qualify themselves aho as Chinese 
sdiolars so that they could hold their own in the company of the 
educated elite; at the same time, to facilitate conversion, they 
tried to minimize the break with tradition involved in accep¬ 
tance of Christianity by permitting certain Confucian cere¬ 
monies, notably those connected vvdtli the cult of ancestors, as 
nor incompatible with Christian practice. These tactical com¬ 
promises were denounced by other Catholic religious orders 
which took a less tolerant view of non-Christian religions, and 
the result was the hitter ‘Rites Controversy', which was in the 
end decided by the Papacy against the Jesuits. One consequence 
of the conflict was that the picture of China drawn by the Jesuits 
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in their writings, which had from the beginning been an indul¬ 
gent one, became more and more favourable, for the Jesuits 
under attack by their opponents were concerned to show that the 
Chinese, moulded by Confucian teaching, were already as mse 
and virtuous as it was possible for ‘natural religion’ to make them 
and thus to justify concessions to their traditional practices. 
This eulogy of China, however, was carried to the point at which 
it played into the hands of the ‘deists’ who in this period in 
Europe were claiming that natural religion was sufficient for 
mankind and the Christian revelation superfluous. If the Chi¬ 
nese could do so well without any established and privileged 
Church distinct from the state and its civil administration, this 
alleged fact could be used as a handle to attack such an institu¬ 
tion in Europe. Nor was it only the deists who invoked the 
prestige of China in intellectual criticism of the Christian Church 
in Europe. Some of the interpreters of Confucian philosophy 
claimed that it dispensed %vith the notion of deity altogether, 
and this version was used to show that there was no universal 
consensus of belief in divine beings and that the highest civiliza¬ 
tion was compatible with atheism. Even among philosophers 
viffio did not dispute the Christian revelation there were those 
who exalted the Chinese as pre-eminent in natural religion. Thus 
Leibniz wrote: ‘The condition of affairs among us seems to be 
such that, in view of the inordinate lengths to which the concep¬ 
tion of moials has advanced, I almost think it necessarj'’ that 
Chinese missionaries should be sent to us to teach us the aim and 
practice of natural theology, as we send missionaries to them to 
instruct them in revealed theology.’’ 

All these discussions were about a China that was very imper¬ 
fectly known, even with the elaborate accounts of it that were in 
circulation The translations of the Confucian Classics which 
were available were defective and, without relation to their 
Chinese historical setting, could be highly misleading. There 
’ Quoted in Reichwein, op. cit., p. 8o. 
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a tendency to contrast an ideal China, which had never 
existed, with the reality of Europe. Nctcrthclcss ilic issue at 
stake was one of vital importance for the development of 
pliilosophical thought in Europe and the emergence of wliat 
came to be called ‘the Enlightenment’. It was the question 
whether human society could be ordered on a basis of moral 
principles without a system of religious revelation and other¬ 
worldly belief; in China it appeared that it w.is so ordered and 
that the results were verj' satisfactory. The issue was not alto¬ 
gether new, for it had arisen with regard to the ancient Greco- 
Roman world, which had had moral codes based only on human 
reason, but the historical victory of Christianity over classical 
paganism had appeared to prove the inadequacy of the latter, 
whereas Confucian China confronted Christendom as a contem- 
poraiy and her challenge did not therefore have the character 
of a lost cause. Voltaire wrote that the Chinese ‘have perfected 
moral science and that is the first of the sciences’;' in his Essai 
stir Us Mccurs he quotes lines written in praise of Confucius by 
another French philosopher; 

De la sculc raison salutairc intcrprctc, 

Sans tblouir Ic mondc, iclairant Ics esprits, 

II nc parla qu’en sage cr jamais cn prophetc; 

Cependant on le crut, cl nicme cn son pa< s. 

This verse admirably sums up the attitude to Confucius of 
whicli Voltaire was himself a leading exponent. Confucius be¬ 
came a kind of patron saint of the thinkers of the Enlighten¬ 
ment. ITc fact that not only was he a great moral teacher but 
that also the civil servants who gov'crncd the Chinese empire 
were selected for proficiency in a body of learning based on 
his teachings caused them to regard China as a model of good 
government. Dissent from this view came increasingly from 
those who adhered to the principle of popular sovereignty and 

' (Euvus cempUus (Gotha, 1785), \oI. .wi, p S5. 
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looked to an elected assembly to remedy the abuses of the ancien 
regime; the pioneers of democratic liberalism naturally could not 
admire a system of absolute monarchy, however good the theory 
of its administration might be. But during the greater part of 
the eighteenth century, and excepting England, progress was 
expected through the elimination of feudal privileges and the 
more rational ordering of royal administration—that is, through 
‘enlightened despotism’—rather than through any revolutionary 
upheaval of the people or exercise of power by an elected par¬ 
liament. The ideology of enlightened despotism in eighteenth- 
century Europe was so decisively overthrown by the French 
Revolution and later advances of political liberalism that it is 
hard to realize how seriously it was once taken. But Quesnay and 
the Physiocrats in their time represented an important body of 
political and economic thought and they admired China because 
the imperial authority of Ch‘ien-lung was not restricted by the 
fiscal immunities of a privileged hereditary nobility. For men 
such as Turgot who had to struggle against the Parlement of 
Paris and could find no way of legally raising the revenues re¬ 
quired by the French State it was the enhancement and not the 
diminution of the powers of the monarchy that appeared as the 
cause of reform. 

As has already been pointed out, the high prestige of China 
disappeared in the age that followed the French Revolution 
and was replaced by disparagement and disdain. Even in the 
eighteenth century it had been recognized that Europe was 
ahead of China in the natural sciences; once the compensating 
pre-eminence in moral science, attributed to the Chinese by 
Voltaire, had been denied, the former eulogies of the celestial 
empire gave way to the view that the Chinese were a nation as 
morally corrupt and as badly governed as they were backward 
and unprogressive in science and technology. From the last years 
of the nineteenth century this view was increasingly shared by 
the younger generation of educated Chinese, who were them- 
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selves in revolt against the traditional culture and institutions of 
their country, and with the fall of the monarchy in 1912 be¬ 
gan China’s painful movement along the path of modernization 
nhich was to lead to iSIarxism-Lcninism and the replacement of 
Confucius by ‘the thought of Mao’. 

Mcanwliile, however, since the beginning of the twentieth 
centur)' a new appreciation of liistorical Chinese civilization has 
grown up in the West, based on a knowledge of China’s past and 
particularly of her total litcrarj- and artistic achievement winch 
was not available in the eighteenth century' cither to the con¬ 
noisseurs of chinoiscrie or to the readers of the Lettres edijiantrs 
ri airtrus/s. A more sophisticated approach to Chinese history, 
assisted by the development of a Chinese archaeology, gave a 
new perspective to the historical unfolding of Chinese civiliza¬ 
tion and a setting to the new wealth of works of art which began 
to come out of China when Western collectors started looking for 
Sung and Yiian landscape-paintings, T'ang sculpture, and Shang 
and Chou bronzes, instead of tltc Ch'ing porcelain and lacquer 
which had so dcliglitcd the European taste of the eighteenth 
century. The difference bctw'een the old and the new' chinoiserie 
was similar to that which came about in the appreciation of 
ancient Greek art when works of Pheidias and Pra.vitclcs, Attic 
vase paintings, and Minoan and Mycenaean remains were added 
to that earlier stock of Greco-Roman antiquities among w'hich 
the Laocoon was long regarded as the greatest achievement 
of tltcHcllcnic genius. Morco\ cr, since the inspiration of some of 
the older art of China was specifically religious or philosophical, 
the study of the history of Chinese art necessarily stimulated 
interest in the general history' of Chinese thought, and parti¬ 
cularly the non-Confucian—i'aoist and Buddhist—side of the 
Chinese tradition. I’he eighteenth century'had thought of China 
as essentially Confuci.an and therefore rationalist, concerning 
herself only with practioil ethics and social life and entertain¬ 
ing herself with a purely secular and decorative art. Subsequent 
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researches revealed a China of profound religious feeling and 
mystical contemplation, and certain forms of this made a spe¬ 
cial appeal to a later Western sensibility because they appeared 
to be detached from any theistic presuppositions or systematic 
metaphysical constructions. The most outstanding example of 
this appeal has been the extraordinary popularity of the ‘lao 
te chingi by 1957 no few'er than thirty-five translations of it had 
appeared in the English language alone. More recently Ch‘an 
(Zen) Buddhism, which is essentially a Chinese hybrid of Bud¬ 
dhism and Taoism, has had a remarkable vogue in the West. 
There has often been an element of affectation and charlatanism 
in the presentation of doctrines so elusive and obscure to the 
Western public, but serious study of them has also been pursued, 
and there can be no doubt that the modern Western mind in 
moods of disenchantment with its own IVeltanschaunng is 
strongly attracted by the traditions of Indian and Chinese 
mysticism. 

The great art of China has now been made a common heritage 
of mankind through the fine museum collections all over the 
world and innumerable reproductions in art books and prints. 
Similarly Chinese literature has become accessible to a wide 
public in the West through translations, which now cover not 
only the Classics and poetry—^vi'hose special quality must per¬ 
haps always elude complete rendering in another language—but 
also the formerly despised Chinese novel, which has enriched the 
literary inheritance of the world with its marvellously vivid 
representations of life as it was lived in the old China. We live 
today in what has become a world civilization, and although this 
has come into existence through a victorious expansion of the 
specific culture of a group of Western peoples, the effect of scho¬ 
larly studies of non-Western cultures combined with modern 
facilities for travel, the resources of photography and television, 
museum collections and exhibitions, and the broadening of 
cultural range m education has made modern man for the 
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first time, if he does not reject his opportunities from national 
or racial prejudice, culturally a citiren of the world, the heir 
to all former civilizations and not only his own. In that great 
inheritance the tradition of China is a major asset. 

G. 1'. Hudson 


{h) THE VALUE OF THE STUDY OF 
CHINESE CIVILIZATION 

The preceding section of this chapter has surveyed the artistic 
and intellectual influences exerted by China beyond her fron¬ 
tiers, and the first chapter in this book was also concerned with 
the impact of Chinese culture on the outside world. Between 
them came an account of the glories of that culture. It has been 
demonstrated that China has a philosophical tradition which, 
although lacking the great intellectual subtlety which is the 
appeal of much Western philosophy, nevertheless represents a 
noteworthy attempt to urge rational and humane solutions of 
the problems of man in society and, furthermore, is a fascinating 
study for those who arc interested in discotcring the funda¬ 
mental ideas of the world and of man which have motivated this 
civilization. The distinctive contribution of China to Buddhist 
thought has also been discussed. Something of the ridiness of the 
literature, largely concealed from Western readers by formidable 
language difficulties, has been revealed. The supreme artistic 
achievements, which have already enjoyed some recognition in 
the West, have been surveyed; and the no less splendid scientific 
and technological accomplishments, about which we have until 
recently been extremely ignorant, have been reviewed. Finally 
wc have been given a glimpse of those outstanding talents in the 
art of government whidt seem so incongruous with our con¬ 
ventional impression of the pomp and ceremony of long-gowned 
mandarins. 
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In all these fields the Chinese have been responsible for 
supreme achievements of the human spirit. By some of them our 
civilization has already been enriched. Others will stand the test 
of time and contribute permanently to world civilization. All 
are w'orthy contributions to the legacy of China. 

It is upon these glories of Chinese civilization that this book 
has deliberately concentrated, avoiding the temptation to try to 
present an exhaustive survey of Chinese culture. But there is a 
sense in which a more complete picture ought to be set before 
the reader as what Staunton called ‘the grandest collective 
object that can be presented for human contemplation or re¬ 
search’, as a legacy for the enrichment of the lives of those who 
come to know and love its many facets. In this sense nothing 
which adds to our experience and understanding may seem too 
obscure or too unimportant to be regarded as part of the legacy. 
It seems appropriate therefore to conclude this book with some 
consideration of the value of the study of Chinese civilization as 
a whole. This will have the incidental advantages both of per¬ 
mitting further discussion of topics which have not received 
very full treatment elsewhere and of drawing together and inter¬ 
relating some of the major themes which have been developed 
in this book. 

If one is asked to explain the t^alue of the study of Chinese 
civilization all one really needs to do is to sketch a profile of that 
civilization; for, however inadequate one’s word-picture may be, 
the explanations will surely speak for themselves. Let us start, 
then, by thinking of the political structure of Chinese society, 
which enabled that civilization to endure for many centuries. 
First we have to think of a distinctive and advanced culture 
developing among people far removed from other centres of 
advanced civilization and early imbued with the notion that they 
formed one society by contrast with the surrounding barbarian 
tribes. This unity was brought to greater self-consciousness 
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by tJic prc-Ch‘in thinkers, %\ho spoke of the Chinese world as 
‘ail-undcr-Hcat'cn’ and addressed thcmschcs in the main to 
the problem of how to secure the unification and proper 
organization of this society. The final unification was secured by 
Ch'in, a state with economic and militarj' advantages and a more 
totalitarian ethic than that of the other states; but it was to be 
pcrpctv 3 tcd by the Han and later dynasties, wliose political 
methods tscre subtle elaborations of the Confucian emphasis on 
the employment of men of merit, tempered by Legalist regard 
for impersonal rules and regulations. 

This ideological balance has been matched by an institutional 
balance between the power of the semi-divine monarch and his 
need to leave the administration of the empire in the hands of 
Confucian scholar-bureaucrats, who enjoyed the great prestige 
of handing down and conforming to the wisdom of antiquity. 
'Flic viability of this system deeply depended on the skilful 
choice and handling of administrative personnel, and on the 
emperor’s appreciation that the right of Confucian wisdom to 
govern was as inalienable as his owm right to occupy the tlirone. 
Oppressiveness was atoided by the fact that, at any rate in more 
fortunate times, the government appeared to the people in the 
villages as a superstructure which caused little inconvenience 
provided that taxes were paid and life pursued an orderly course. 
Ambition w as to some extent satisfied by the sptem of literary 
examinations and other devices for securing that men of merit 
found places in the public service, but was kept within limits 
by checks against individuals acquiring too much power. Thus 
China had a political sptem which provided throughout many 
centuries, in a countiy' so vast and populous that the idea of 
democracy could never have taken root, a reasonable oppor¬ 
tunity for power to be the prerogative of merit rather than solelj^ 
of birth; which Is in strong contrast with what happened before 
modern times in Europe, the birthplace of democracy. Moral 
sanctions and institutional checks and balances guaranteed a 
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tolerable amount of justice and protection to the individual, and 
not only have China’s political methods won respect in the past, 
but they are also worth attention even now from those who 
believe that the monopoly of political wisdom belongs to tlie 
inheritors of the ideals of Greece and Rome. 

Confucian philosophy emphasized not only political duty and 
responsibility but also duty and responsibility within the smaller 
social unit, the family; and within this smaller unit there is a 
pattern as distinctively Chinese as the Confucian model of the 
state. The importance of the family in Chinese society has be¬ 
come a commonplace, and ancestor-worship is the central feature 
to which all other aspects of the Chinese family pattern may be 
related. It was ancestor-worship which from early times gave the 
family a strong corporate sense. It was ancestor-worship tvhich 
was an almost certain guarantee of a family’s survival through 
many generations, because of the supreme filial duty of ensuring 
that there were sons to carry on the sacrifices. It was ancestor- 
worship which was basically responsible for concubinage under¬ 
taken in order to guarantee continuity when the first wdfe had 
no son, and for the low status accorded to girl-children because 
ultimately they could play no part in securing the family line. 
Such aspects of the Chinese family pattern pronde material of 
particular interest to the sociologist, just as they have also affor¬ 
ded a rich fund of human interest to be e.vploitcd by the novelist. 

Ancestor-worship, for long of central importance among the 
religious practices of the Chinese, may be allowed to introduce 
us to the sw^arm of deities and the hotchpotch of beliefs which 
have constituted Chinese religion. It has sometimes been thought 
that China was a country peopled by the adherents of three 
religions, Confucianism, Taoism, and Buddhism, all of which 
were entities similar in kind to Christianity, organized in a 
similar manner, and demanding a similar unsw'erving allegiance; 
and sometimes it has been imagined that individual Chinese 
w'cre concurrently adherents of all three conflicting religions. 
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Koihing could be funhcr from the truth than cither of these 
ideas, tvhlcli spring from mistakenly basing an analysis of the 
Cliincse situation on our Western experience. Until modem 
times, uhen a uord had to be coined to translate the term 
‘religion’, there was no exact equivalent for it in the Chinese 
language; nor teas there even a general term for gods or super¬ 
natural beings. Confucianism, 7 'aoism, and Buddhism were tlie 
‘tluree teachings’, and the first two of these were originally quite 
secular philosophies, the religious aspects of which were later 
derivatives. Although Taoism had long since degenerated into a 
corpus of superstitious beliefs, Confucianism was never so much 
a religion as it was after the death of the Confucian empire meant 
an end of the outrvard manifestations of its secular aspects; and 
it was tlic ill-fated attempts in the early years of the Republic to 
reinstate Confucianism as nothing but an organized religion, in 
addition to the mistaken application of Western categories, that 
led the West to see it as primarily a religion. TJie religious 
practices of the ordinary Chinese were coloured by all of these 
threesystems of thought and by other elements, such as ancestor- 
worship, which antedated them all, and by a wide range of 
unsystematized cults. For although there was a state religion, 
whicli embraced such important ceremonies as the emperors’ 
worship at the Altar of Heaven in Peking and the cult of Con¬ 
fucius, the essential feature of Chinese religious practice was its 
unco-ordinated nature. Since there was no body concerned to 
shape, or even to codify, religion in its totalitj*, its development 
u as random. 

To add to the confusion, as the bureaucracy increasingly came 
to dominate the imaginations of tlie people, there developed a 
reductio od ahsurdum of anthropomorphism, the creation of a 
celestial bureaucracy to parallel and even to scr\ e as an e.xtension 
of this terrestrial bureaucracy, with godships being regarded as 
offices to be filled by worthy human beings after their deaths. 
The less important divinities were subordinate to higher ranking 
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members of the terrestrial administration. So numerous were the 
departments of the celestial administration that a vast bureau¬ 
cracy recruited from the souls of the departed was needed to 
keep the files. ‘People become gods every day in China’, wrote 
Maspero in 1932,’ and one should certainly not underestimate 
the influence of religion in Chinese society. Eighteenth-century 
Europeans formed the impression that the Confucian literati 
were agnostics for whom philosophy played the part of religion, 
so it is important not to disregard the extent to which they too 
were involved in the extravaganza of popular religion. As local 
magistrates they were the ‘proper channels’ through whom the 
City Gods (or ‘Gods of Walls and Moats’, as they were called) 
and other deities with local functions were approached. As 
scholars they were in demand to lend the weight of their prestige 
and the benefit of their knowledge of ritual for the supervision of 
funeral and mourning ceremony. As literary men they took part 
in the worship of Confucius and of the God of Literature. 
Chinese religion is a subject of infinite variety, as can be seen, for 
example, in tlie fourteen volumes of Lore’s Recherches sur les 
siiferstiiions en Chine, and much difficult but interesting work 
remains to be done, particularly in the study of its historical 
development. 

If the bureaucracy with its Confucian ethos was a powerful 
agent in maintaining the unity of the country, another was the 
script in which the Confucian literati wrote; for this had the 
peculiar advantage of ensuring that, however much the spoken 
language might break up into different dialects, there remained 
a written medium intelligible throughout the country. It was 
this aspect of the language—the fact that it w'as composed of 
characters which, like numerals, were of universal validity al¬ 
though pronounced differently in different places—^that aroused 
the interest of European pioneers of language planning, notably 
Bishop Wilkins, who, in his Essay towards a Real Character and 
* In J. Hackm et al , Astatic Mythology (London, 1932), p. 262. 
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(} Phihsopkica'l Language, published in 1C6S, tried to devise a 
written language containing characters to represent tilings, not 
words. Starting from the fact that we already possess many 
symbols of international validit)’- to express mathematical and 
astronomical notions, he thought that it should not be beyond 
the ingenuitj' of man to devise symbols to represent all things 
and concepts, provided that they could be effectively system¬ 
atized. One factor tvliich such pioneers have either been un¬ 
aware of or ignored is the very large phonetic element in Chinese 
writing; for many characters and elements of which characters 
arc composed are normally used for their pronunciation, not for 
their original pictographic meaning, rather as in a child’s rebus 
puzzle a picture of a saw may be used to represent the past tense 
of the verb ‘to see’. Only a small proportion of characters arc, in 
fact, the simple ideographs or pictographs whicli even today are 
widely considered to be the sole stuff of the Chinese language. 

This mistake has been perpetuated by people who have 
cherished the romantic notion that the character does not simply 
represent the sound of the word, but also forms an infinitely 
beautiful stylized picture of the object; so that Chinese poetry, 
for e,xample, is conceived as having an entirely new dimension, 
being c.apable of presenting the reader with a more immediate 
and fresh awareness of the beauties of nature. Misconceptions of 
this kind are even fostered by people who have some specialist 
knowledge of China. Thus Sir John Pratt wrote: ‘Ever}" Chinese 
character calls up a mental picture which is a blend of the 
meaning of the diaracter as a whole as well as of each of its 
component parts.’* This could only be true of the small propor¬ 
tion of cljaracters which are compounded in this way. Generally 
speaking, Chinese suffers in this respect by comparison with 
other languages. Although a person reading English with a lively 
awareness of the deriv'ations of the words may easily call up a 
mental picture which is a blend of the meaning of the word as a 
’ ebtna and Britain (London, n d.), p. 56. 

itim B b 
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whole as well as of each of its component parts, the reader of 
Classical Chinese can call on no comparable assistance from 
etymology. Indeed, one of the great difficulties encountered in 
trying to translate Chinese accurately is that the family relation¬ 
ships between words are not traceable in the same way as they 
are in Indo-European languages, in which etymological studies 
give us the root-meaning of a word and its relationship to kin¬ 
dred words in other languages, while devices such as compound¬ 
ing and inflection reveal the word’s relationship to a whole 
family of other words. 

The fact that the language has as its basic unit monosyllabic 
components represented by single characters has meant that its 
genius has been very different from that of Indo-European 
languages. Being completely lacking in affixes, it is in strong 
contrast with Indo-European languages in two ways: firstly, as 
has already been mentioned, the family relationship between 
w'ords is obscured; and secondly, grammatical construction is 
not dependent on the device of inflection, but is a question of 
word-order, supported by such devices as antithesis and paral¬ 
lelism, further guidance being given by particles whose main 
function is to serve as signposts indicating the relationship 
between clauses. 

Despite the apparent poverty of the means at the language’s 
disposal, an extremely subtle variety of grammatical nuances is 
conveyed. An instructive comparison may be made with Latin, 
which is often praised as a language having supreme educational 
advantages. The Latin verb has to commit itself as to number, 
tense, mood, and voice even when these are irrelevant, as in a 
logical proposition with universal validity such as ‘all men are 
mortal’; but the Chinese verb remains neutral in all these re¬ 
spects except in so far as they are indicated by context when it 
is strictly relevant to express them. The Latin verb consists of 
a complicated pattern of different forms: amo^ for example, 
appears in nearly three hundred different guises, if one includes 
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the declension of pnrticipial forms, to do what the single charac¬ 
ter at can do with tlie most economical assistance from a few' 
particles and a ihorongli understanding of context. Latin can 
he construed through the operation of grammatical rules and 
the mastery of conjugations and declensions, whether or not the 
translator really understands what the passage is about; but the 
interpretation of Chinese depends much more on a thorough 
understanding of the contc.\-t and a subtle application of all 
the clues which may be squeezed from word-order, particles, 
parallelisms, antitiicscs, and the like. As an intellectual exercise 
ofcducational value it would be difficult to justify giving Chinese 
lower marks than Latin. 

What I have said so far concerns the wTitten language, and 
mainly the Classical w’rittcn language, but one should not for¬ 
get that it is a common disposition among the highly literate 
to over-emphasixe written language at the c.xpcnse of spoken 
language. Tor the great m.ajority of Chinese the language has not 
existed as a w'rittcn language at all, because they have been il¬ 
literate. A simple recognition of this fact tvould have killed the 
absurd idea current at one rime that it w’as almost impossible for 
the Chinese to communicate without some recourse to the 
writing of characters with die fingers on the palm of the hand.* 
It would aho have led people to modify their ideas of a special 
relationship betw'ccn language and thought in China because of 
the imagined pictographic nature of the langu.agc. In spite of the 
fascination of the written character, the important part it has 
phnyed in the c.vprcssion of the Chinese genius, and the contribu¬ 
tion it lias made to the viability of Chinese society, the spoken 
’ An carlj -ninctccntli-ccntury schoolbook saj % of the Chinese language that 
‘only about 350 of its sounds can be marled by our letters; and instead of its 
having a system of characters, representing the elements of speech h'lc our 
alphabet, it Ins 80,000 characters, each of which represents not a sound, but a 
di'tinct object, or idci. 'Die obscurity which thence results is so great, that in 
tailing it i# found ne'ceswry to c-xpress by the finger, the character correspond¬ 
ing with t!)c precise meaning of tlic sound employed.' 
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language is of equal interest for an understanding of the nature 
of Chinese thought, 

I have dwelt on the topics of religion and language because 
they have not been fully treated elsewhere, but it would be both 
an impertinence and an impossibility to try to summarize those 
artistic, literary, and scientific achievements to which the bulk 
of this book has already been devoted. I shall therefore attempt 
no balanced survey of these subjects, although I shall be referring 
to them where they are relevant to the discussion of the value of 
the study of Chinese civilization which follows. 

Here then is a civilization which has taken a course remark¬ 
ably different from our own. How can one summarize its distinc¬ 
tive qualities ? One quality which certainly permeates Chinese 
civilization is what one may describe as ‘humanism’ and define 
as the disposition to regard human interests as of paramount 
importance. 

Humanism stands at the very centre of Confucian philosophy. 
The supreme virtue for Confucius,yV?;, which is often translated 
as ‘goodness’ because of its supremacy and generality, could 
better from the etymological point of view be rendered as 
‘humaneness’ because, in a manner reminiscent of the Latin 
word ‘gentle’, it is closely related to a word meaning ‘man’ or 
‘people’. In Mencius yVw has a slightly narrower usage which is 
even closer to what we mean by ‘humane’, both in its general 
sense and in its more particular sense of ‘benevolent’ or ‘merci¬ 
ful’. This conception is the dominant theme in the this-worldly 
ethic of Confucianism, which regarded concern with problems 
other than human ones as unjustifiable when human ones re¬ 
mained to be solved. Taoism, the great rival school of thought, 
was also concerned with human happiness. Although Taoists 
saw man as a small figure in the vast landscape of the Universe, 
their concern was to show him how to come to terms with it. 
Their ideal was that spontaneous conformity with the Tao of the 
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Univcrfc whidi existed in a bygone Golden Age of happy in¬ 
nocence, and tliey regretted the unhappiness which manlind 
suffered through attempts to impose constant standards of good¬ 
ness and value on an ever-changing world. They provided com¬ 
fort for man in bereavement by assisting him towards a selfless 
acceptance of death as part of inevitable change, and they forti¬ 
fied him in time of disgrace or obscurity by shomng that these 
were dependent upon arbitrary and relative scales of values. 
TJius Taoism provided a philosophy consonant with the mood 
of man wishing to escape into his private world, to complement 
Confucianism which suited the mood of those who wished to 
do what they could to improve the public world. Buddhism, of 
course, liad some other-worldly content, but, as far as the great 
majority of laymen were concerned, it was soon watered down 
and mixed with the other ingredients of popular religion; and, 
as Maspero wrote, all the gods of the popular religion ‘have one 
object, and only one, man and his material and moral welfare’,' 

The basic duties of family affection enjoined by Confucianism 
also have this quality of humanism, being founded on natural 
relationships rather than on the somewhat desiccated general 
principles encountered in much \ycstcm moral philosophy; 
which one feels would have prompted in many Chinese the kind 
of reaction which greeted Mohism in the ancient Chinese world 
because of its lack of special concern for those to wliom special 
concern was due. 

Another basic ideal of Confucianism was the principle tint 
government should be in the hands of those fitted by learning 
and experience to provide administration best calculated to 
improve the lot of the people. This emphasis on learning and 
respect for sdiolarship, tvhicli has soaked through to all levels of 
Chinese society to such an extent that the great dream of the 
poor was that tlieir sons should pass the state examinations and 
become oflicials, contrasts favourably with die contempt for 

* Op. dt., p. 267. 
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learning which has often been encountered in European civiliza¬ 
tion. Hand in hand with this goes respect for civil values as 
opposed to military prowess, for soldiers have traditionally been 
accorded a very low status in Chinese society, until the impact of 
the West with its reverence for armed might placed a premium 
on armed preparedness and fostered the growth of a new type of 
military leader like Chiang Kai-shek.* 

Let us now turn to the humanistic qualities of art and litera¬ 
ture in Chinese society. In our own society, as the derivation of 
the word shows, civilization has been considered to be primarily 
a matter of social and political organization; but the Chinese, 
even in antiquity, felt that what separated them from the bar¬ 
barians was the possession of wen, which consisted of literature 
and the arts, as well as ceremonial behaviour and indeed any¬ 
thing which added refinement to life. It is often translated 
‘culture’ and, despite the fact that, as Raymond Williams has 
emphasized in Culture and Society, the word ‘culture’ has only 
recently attained its modern sense and represents a complicated 
and elusive conception, it is certainly the nearest equivalent we 
have to wen. The word tvai basically meant the patterned, the 
ornamental, and hence those things which superimpose variety 
and beauty on to the plain background of existence The idea of 
wen or pattern lay at the root of both art and literature, because 
it could refer both to the decorative motifs on a bronze or a 
pottery vessel and to the ancient pictographic forms of Chinese 
characters: hence wen came to have the specific meaning of 
‘literature’ in addition to the more general meaning of‘culture’. 
It was this wen, in the high form in which it had existed at the 
’ This might be the most appropriate place to mention a minor item in 
the legacy of China, which has nevertheless interested Western generals and 
military historians, as well as having a strong influence on Mao Tse-tung. I 
refer to Sun-tzii’s essays on the art of war, w hich arc the earliest known treatises 
on the subject and probably date from the fourth centurj ii.c , -nhen—as the 
term ‘Warring States period’ implies—civil tallies were not yet uppermost 
Cf. S B Griffith, Sun Tztr The Art of Jf'ar (Oxford, 1963) 
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beginning of the Chou Dynasty, that Confucius tliought it was 
his life’s work to transmit for the benefit of present and future 
generations. For the Chinese, therefore, literature and art were 
not the concern of an elite, nor even a mere embellishment of 
life; on the contrary tiiey were the fundamental components of 
that civilized life which separated Chinese from barbarian. Thus 
it would be hard to conceive of any attempt being madcin China 
to attack literature on rational grounds as harmful to society, as 
Plato attacked poetry. 

Since literature and art were regarded as such essential features 
of cinlized human society, it is not surprising that the Chinese 
accomplishment in those fields was both impressive and imbued 
with humanistic values. It is significant that high regard was 
paid to c.illigraphy, embodying at the same time the medium for 
the transmission of rm;, in the sense of literature, and also the 
perfection of something wliich was not grandiose or remote but 
which all literate men did as a matter of course in their daily 
lives. Similarly the Chinese artistic genius has been ]a\Tshcd in an 
unsurpassed manner on the cmbcllislimcnt of objects for daily 
use and pleasure: whereas in our Christian tradition, which 
teaches us not to set too much store by worldly goods, mucli 
artistic inspiration has been devoted to the building and adorn¬ 
ment of churches and to the composition of religious master¬ 
pieces, both on canvas and in sound. By contrast, the main 
achievements of religious art in China were the ancient ritual 
bronzes, which antedate the Confucian-inspired humanistic 
ideal, and the great Buddhist statues and cave-paintings, which 
were the products of a temporary response to a foreign tradi¬ 
tion. Similarly religion has played verj' little part in the inspira¬ 
tion of literature. On the other hand one finds in die histor)' of 
Chinese literature a phenomenon parallel with the great tradi¬ 
tion of craftsmanship, .and equally illustrating the pervasiveness 
of culture, namely the great oral literature and story'-tclling 
mdition. 
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Tljc artist, too, {■: typically not the unhappy genius restlessly 
searching for a new mode of expression, hut often a man of affairs 
painting in his spare time and, Hkc the craftsman, meticulously 
following an honoured tradition. Kor has poetry been the con¬ 
cern of the solitary seeker of inspiration from the Muse, but 
rather the leisure occupation of members of the establishment; 
not the product of lonely' broodings in the garret, but a polite 
embellishment of social occasions and a delight of the hon mveur. 
It may be argued that China lias consequently suffered from the 
lack of works of great creative originality and of dramatic or 
rhetorical quality', but the compensating advant.agcs of exquisite 
craftsmanship, order, and sanity arc there in full measure. So too 
is the humanistic tradition that art and literature are essentials 
of the civilized life, which for advanced thinkers in our society 
represents an ideal which they strive to uphold in the face of 
strong propensities towards treating art and literature as the 
concern of the few. There is no need to pursue tiiis argu¬ 
ment further by calling on detailed evidence {^rom scientific and 
technological achievements, for it is obvious that any civiliza¬ 
tion which can boast great successes in this field must have given 
a high priority to man’s matcri.nl needs. 

In a book of this kind, in which writers set out to describe the 
higher qualities of a civiliz.uion, there is a danger that they m.ny 
appear to be writing in a sentimental and uncritical manner 
about it. I must therefore make it clear that I am not try'ing to 
suggest that traditional Chinese civilization was a thing of un¬ 
paralleled beauty and nobility’ On the contrary', there has been 
much pot criy', squalor, and degradation. But even if it has often 
not been converted into reality', the Chinese ideal of humanism 
is surely' of value and interest for us today'. For in a tvorld in 
which the lives of millions of people arc either shaped by the 
demands of tvhat many feel to be outmoded religious beliefs, or 
subjected to the tvhim of totalitarian political sy'stcms, or some- 
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times even seem to be in thraldom to the great technological 
advances for which man himself has been rcsponsiblcj it is surely 
a good thing to study a civilization which, perhaps more than 
anj’ otlicr, has given supremacy to the satisfaction of human 
needs and the problems of human relationships. Tliis I should 
regard as first and foremost among the values which the study of 
Chinese civilization holds for us in the twentieth ccntuij’. 

Secondly, this study is valuable because it constitutes an 
immense and stimulating new field of inquiry. At a time when 
science reaches out to bring other planets within its embrace 
and, to the superficial eye, the world seems to have jdclded up 
many of its mysteries, it is good that new vistas should be 
opening up before the student of tlic humanities. For the ex¬ 
ploration of Cliincsc culture by the West is only in its initial 
stages, and much remains to be done before its enormous litera¬ 
ture can be thoroughly investigated, and before a scientific 
achievement as complex as that of Europe can be comprehen¬ 
sively evaluated. 

Thirdly, the study of Chinese civilization affords perhaps the 
best vantage point from which to view and compare our owm 
civilization: in all fields of human activity its development has 
been tirtually separate from our own, and it offers a comparable 
c.xpcricncc which can supply a valuable corrective to those who 
arc immersed in Europc.an studies and who pontificate about 
them as if their contentions had universal application. For our 
school syllabuses and university disciplines and our general at¬ 
titude to learning still largely reflect the time when nothing of 
value was considered to exist outside the European tradition. 

It is only with the breakdowm of such parochialism and the 
widespread growth of respect for alien traditions that there can 
ever be a serious prospect of a permanent and genuine improve¬ 
ment in international relations. It is difficult to see horv one can 
expect China, with her high regard for learning and a deep pride 
in her own culture, to be on terms of close friendship with 
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countries which, despite former close tics, remain very ignorant 
of that culture. This is the fourth and most obvious of the values 
of the study of Chinese civilization. 

Finally, but not least in importance, is the enrichment of 
experience offered. For those who have the good fortune to visit 
the country or the perseverance to study its culture there are 
delights to set beside the greatest tvhich our world has to offer. 
Some, like the perfection of form and exquisite decoration of a 
piece of finest porcelain or the spacious grandeur of the For¬ 
bidden City, may be appreciated immediately and without spe¬ 
cial knowledge. To appreciate others, such as the vivid and 
multiform art of the theatre or the structure, mood, and intri¬ 
cate allusions of a poem, one needs to enter a wholly new world 
of the imagination. 

Although such deep understanding of China is an experience 
which few foreigners may enjoy, it will have become clear that 
the influence of her civilization on our own is not so remote as 
the reader may have thought before he began this book. I should 
like to conclude by emphasizing this point. 

To the superficial eye Cliina may seem to have made little 
impact on Western culture. Where does she impinge on our 
literary or philosophical tradition? One may recall some of the 
great writers and thinkers who have drawm some inspiration from 
Chinese ideas or used Chinese settings: Voltaire, whose Orfhehn 
de la Chine stands out from a host of chinoiserie plays and enter¬ 
tainments; Leibniz, whose Novissima Sinica proposed a cultural 
interchange between Europe and China; Tolstoy, w'ho wrote 
and sponsored several works on Chinese philosophy;' Jung, who 
w'as also interested in Chinese religion and philosophy Brecht, 

• Cf. D. Bodde, Tolstoy and China (Princeton, 1950). 

^ Cf R. Wilhelm, tr, The Secret of the Golden Flower., English transla¬ 
tion by C. F. Baynes, with commenmry by C. G. Jung (London, I 930 > 
id., 1 Ching: or Book of Changes (London, 1951). 
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with The Cood iromon of Setsuan; and Pound, with his Cantos 
and Confucian translations. The list is short. Among modern 
prose-writers one searches vainly for a Chinese equivalent of A 
Passage to India and, although Western societ)' in China was a 
gift to the satirist, perhaps only Somerset Maugham with his On 
a Chinese Screen has succeeded in transcending the particular 
and producing a miniature work of an. Similarly, since Chinese 
film-makers Lag behind the Japanese, there has perhaps been 
only one memorable film set in China, The Good Earthy from the 
book by Pearl Buck, one of the few specialist writers on the Far 
East to reach a wide audience. Another is the great translator, 
•Arthur Waley, and there has also been a vogue for the gentle 
philosophy of life purveyed by Lin Yutang and Chiang Yee. A 
generation .ago Ernest Bramah in his Kai Lung books made 
capital our of the Chinese penchant for involved honorific 
speech, and in recent years Robert van Gulik with his Judge Dee 
mysteries has shown the West that the Chinese were first even 
in tlie field of detective stories. In the theatre Hsiung’s Lady 
Preaous Stream interested audiences in the thirties, while in the 
fifties the tours of the CLissical Theatre brought Chinese drama¬ 
tic art to Western c.ipitals. Chinese entertainment has come into 
the home in the form of rnah-jong, while wei-eVi has even had its 
Western devotees. But if the reader totals all these influences, 
adds the Zen craze, the vestiges of chinoiscrie and the budding 
interest in genuine Chinese art, and fills out this obviously per- 
son.al list with items of his omi choosing, he may still feel that 
China’s effect on our modern culture is slight. 

But the big influences arc, of course, not the obvious ones. 
Let the reader remember, .is he reads this book, that the very 
paper and print before his eyes can trace their ancestry back 
to Chinese origins many centuries ago, and tliat the wall-paper 
on his walls stems from a fashion introduced from China. 
Let him remember that his life is much controlled by a civil 
sen'ice which adopted its modern methods of recruitment by 
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examination only after powerful advocacy of the Chinese system. 
Let him look out into his garden and reflect upon the number of 
plants which originated in the Flowery Land and were unknown 
here before the plant-hunting expeditions of Robert Fortune 
and others;I and let him remember that even the wheelbarrow 
comes from Chinese stock. Let him remember, when he goes on 
a sea journey, that the ship’s compass is another invention we 
owe to the Chinese, and that without it the world-wide explora¬ 
tion which opened up the new continents would have been 
much less feasible. 

Let him remember all these and the many other things which 
owed their origin to Chinese inventiveness, and let him conclude 
by reflecting on some wise words written in 1886 by W. A. P. 
Martin, a well-known American friend of the country: 

When China, developing the resources of her magnificent domain, 
and clothing herself with the panoply of modern science, becomes, as 
she must in the lapse of a century or two, one of the three or four great 
powers that divide the dominion of the globe, think you that the world 
will continue to be indifferent to the past of her history? Not only will 
some knowledge of her history be deemed indispensable to a liberal 
education; but, while I am in the spirit of prophecy, I may go on to 
predict that her language and literature will be studied in all our 
Universities.^ 

Raymond Dawson 

* The reader who wishes to do this seriously should consult E. H. M. Co.x’s 
Plant Hunting m China (London, 1945). This history of botanical exploration 
in China refers to nearly a hundred varieties of rhododendron alone! 

^ journal of the Peking Oriental Society^ vol. i (1886), p. 135. 
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